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We are in a living room in a small, African house.  
The father of two girls, who are soon to be circumcised, sits in an armchair, 
explaining that the girls do not want to be called un-circumcised women. 
The father has left the room and the only people present are women: the two sisters, 
their mother and the woman who will circumcise them. A blanket is placed on the 
floor and from the outside we hear the father calling: “don’t make it too painful”.  
The little sister now sits in the armchair, waiting to see her older sister get 
circumcised. The circumcising woman shows how the girl must lie on the floor. 
Everyone is smiling – except the little sister who looks a bit worried. The girl lies 
down on the blanket and the circumcising woman says she needs something to tie the 
girl with. “Lay properly, you fool” she says to the girl and explains that it is 
important to lie properly when the circumcision is done. The girl starts whining while 
her calves and thighs are tied together so that she cannot stretch her legs. 
The mother has left the room and another woman has come in. The circumcising 
woman takes a syringe…”will you stick me?” the girl asks. “Only a small prick, it 
doesn’t hurt…spread your legs”… “It hurts”, “stop your nonsense”. A third woman is 
there now, all three women are gathered around the girl, helping out; they talk 
quietly. The girl keeps whining, now crying, her face is filled with pain, she screams, 
“Mama”, she screams again and again. Her little sister is still watching, worried. 
“Mama” she cries out again, “it is over” one of the women says. The girl rises up on 
her arms and looks down at her genitals: “is this where they cut?” “When you get in 
the hospital to give birth, you will also be sewed”. The girl stands up and walks out of 
the room.  
“Next!” Little sister does not want to be circumcised now. She screams and shouts. 
But although her words and screams tell us that she does not want a circumcision, she 
does not physically try to resist it. She is then circumcised. 
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We see the girls on the morning after their circumcision. They get presents and they 
are both smiling a lot. One girl explains that the circumcision was something they 
both wanted1. 
----------------------------------- 
 
A girl around five is lying on a blanket on the ground. We are outdoors. A person is 
holding her head, another her right arm and leg, a third her left arm and leg. A person 
sits between the girl’s legs, touching her vagina gently while trying to find the right 
piece of flesh. The person takes a knife and cuts. The girl starts screaming and her 
body moves from side to side as trying to break free2. 
------------------------------ 
 
The travelling I undertook 
Hai Hui 
The travelling I undertook 
I turned back at the lake Mirithu 
The travelling I undertook  
Hai- hu-i 
Hai-Hui 
Whose place is this? 
That I may drop myself like a buffalo calf 
Whose place is this? 
I hai-hu 
This is our place 
Hai-hu 
                                           
1
 The above description of a circumcision scene is taken from the documentary “The Day I will never Forget”. 
2
 The above description of a circumcision scene is taken from the documentary “Act of Love”. 
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This is our place 
If you wish to drop yourself 
This is our place 
Ihai-hu 
Dance with strength 
Hai-hu 
You were brought up on milk and meat 
Dance with strength 
Ihai-hu 
I will be cut I laugh 
Hai-hi 
I will be cut I laugh and say it is milk that has spilt on me  
Ihai-hu3 
 
It is with the singing and dancing to songs like this that marked the beginning of the 
fortnight when I was circumcised. My age mates and I were put on a special diet and 
each given a sponsor who took care of us and gave us instructions with regards to the 
ceremony. Three days before the circumcision ceremony we were taken to the 
homestead where the surgery was to be performed and we had an all night singing 
and dancing by both the girls and the boys to be circumcised together with friends 
and relatives. The ceremony was considered an act of communion with the ancestral 
god whose protection was invoked to guide and protect us through the ceremony. 
Early in the morning my sponsor and friends had shaved my head and relatives had 
decked my naked body with beads. A bell had been tied to my right leg to provide the 
rhythm to the procession and also for the dance. The entrance to the homestead was 
decorated with sacred flowers and no unauthorised person was to pass through. It was 
                                           
3
 Translation of a Gikuyu ritual celebration song. Translated from Gikuyu by some group members.  
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also to appease the ancestors so no misfortunes would befall the ceremony. Later in 
the day all to be circumcised received blessings, shared a special kind of porridge, 
held racing events, which were followed by more songs by relatives and friends 
round the foot of our sacred tree Mugumo where we also took a tribal oath. The songs 
were generally on sexual knowledge and they gave me the opportunity to acquaint 
myself with necessary rules and regulations governing social relationship between 
men and women. All of us to be circumcised became part of an age set ‘riika’ which 
was a bond that was to continue throughout our lifespan. Since each age group was 
given a name to mark our tribe’s historical events and legends, we got the name 
‘Famine’ (ng’aragu) because we were circumcised at a time of great famine.  
Early the next morning, joined by others to be initiated headed for the river to bath in 
the ice-cold waters to dumb our limbs to prevent pain or loss of blood during the 
operation. It was also to signify the drowning of our childhood. There is no more 
dancing and jumping but singing in a mournful character in slow and gentle voices. 
There is more excitement and anxiety especially to our parents who will be promoted 
to a higher status in the society. 
Later sited on a clean cowhide spread on the ground with my legs wide open, an 
elderly woman came with very cold water which had been preserved in the night with 
a steel axe in it. She threw the water on our sexual organ, which became dumb and 
arrested profuse bleeding as well as shocked our nerves. With a stroke she cut off the 
tip of my clitoris.4 
                                           
4Inspired by Kenyatta’s description of Female circumcision in the Gikuyu tribe in “Facing mount Kenya” pg 130-154  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1. Preface 
Whether female circumcision is right or wrong is a widespread discussion that goes 
on in many parts of the world. In the countries and communities that perform 
circumcision, the discussion has started because some within these communities find 
the old tradition and ritual to be wrong and damaging to the female, and therefore 
conflicts have arisen within their communities and families about the issue. In Europe 
the discussion mainly focuses on the refugees and immigrants who come from 
countries or communities where circumcision is performed, and carry the tradition 
and ritual with them to Europe. In this report our focus is on the morality in general; 
we want to discuss whether the act of female circumcision at all can be considered as 
moral. 
We find ourselves to be in a position where it can be difficult to look at the issue of 
circumcision from the involved people’s viewpoint - since their lifestyles and 
understanding of the world and themselves might be totally different from our own. 
Nevertheless our own backgrounds within the group also vary, so maybe that can 
help us broadening our views. We find that the only why to deal with the difficulties, 
we will meet, will be to try anyway. 
1.2. Motivation 
Most of the members of this group worked together last semester on the project on 
debt bondage in India. When we worked on our previous project we were confronted 
with the issue of cultural relativism, human rights and whether they can 
universalized. Our interest in both subjects did not diminish and we decided that next 
time we would do a project dealing with these dilemmas. 
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The choice subject of choice, which is the female circumcision, is a controversial 
topic; emblematic of the cultural relativism and human rights debate. We therefore 
find it an interesting topic to discuss and investigate. In the last project we were faced 
with the question; should the concept of human rights be used to judge customs and 
cultural practices which are considered acceptable in different parts of the world? At 
the same time, should culture be used as an excuse for many practices that violate 
human autonomy and dignity?  
Besides that, two of the group members are from Kenya, where the circumcision is 
still practiced and they would like to know of other perspectives than the ones they 
already know from their home culture. 
Moreover, we are all generally interested in exploring different cultures, to get 
acquainted with different cultural customs and traditions to reach a better 
understanding of human thought and behaviour. 
The group has equally found a great interest in discovering the philosophical 
standpoint in the moral issues. 
 
After considering our different motivations for doing this project, we agreed on the 
following problem definition. 
1.3. Definition of Problem 
Our cardinal question is:  
With the aid of different philosophical moral theories we want to scrutinize: 
How can the morality of circumcision be determined and interpreted?  
1.4. Methodology 
To give ourselves a starting point for the understanding of female circumcision, the 
ethical dilemmas and the debate surrounding the issue, we have watched the two 
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documentaries “Act of love” and “The day I will never forget”. The documentaries 
show why the practice of female circumcision has come into the limelight. The first 
documentary has interviews with several people on the issue of circumcision. 
Amongst these we hear some interesting opinions by three French lawyers; these 
opinions we have transcribed from the Danish subtitles and then translated into 
English and put as an attachment to this report. In the second documentary we follow 
a group of girls taking their parents to court; and we follow individual women who 
are fighting against the circumcision that has been performed on them. 
For the philosophical reflections, we will take our starting point in 4 different 
philosophical moral theories: the Kantian principle of categorical imperative, act and 
rule utilitarianism, discourse ethics and cultural relativism. Each of these theories 
offers its own distinctive perspective on how to deal with morality. We want to 
debate these theories, debate among ourselves, reflect on our opinions and at the 
conclusion; we hope to present our own autonomous judgement. Before presenting 
these theories a historical and geographical introduction of female will be given. 
Equally an introduction to the concrete act of circumcision will be presented in order 
for the reader to understand better the issue, we are discussing. 
The discussion that follows every presentation of philosophical theories will be 
brought up again in the last chapter, where we will also have our individual opinions 
leading to a group discussion and a conclusion on the cardinal question.  
Since we find the topic very contentious and from the outset saw that, we as a group, 
did not agree on the morality of female circumcision, we have chosen to separate our 
opinions within the report. In order to see how we develop our opinions throughout 
the project, we have also chosen to write our opinions both in the beginning and in 
the end of the project. These opinions have been placed respectively in the beginning 
and at the end of the report. 
The sources we have used are scientific literature, university lectures, newspaper 
articles and two documentaries. 
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Due to our great interest in the topic we will also pose some additional questions, 
which we hope will be answered while working with the project. These questions are 
whether norms in one culture can be applicable to another culture and if norms 
considered moral in one culture can be considered amoral in another culture. We also 
wish to find out if we think the concept universalism can be reconciled with different 
existing cultures, whether moral theories can be universal and whether the idea of 
universal moral principles is too idealistic, utopian. Finally our aim is to see if there 
are limits to cultural relativism.  
1.5. Dimensions covered 
Since we are dealing with an ethical issue with the aid of philosophical theories, the 
dimension we are covering in this report is philosophy, more specifically moral 
philosophy. We will apply the theories to female circumcision and debate them. 
1.6. Delimitations 
We will not carry out any empirical work. 
We will not work with any other philosophical theme than ethics. 
Neither will we work with other than the four philosophical theories that we have 
described in the methodology. 
Despite our great interest in the Universal Human Rights, the project will not deal 
thoroughly with this topic. This is due to the time limit of the project and space limit 
in the report. 
1.7. Terminology 
This paragraph shows our reasoning on what words to use for describing the 
performance or act, which we are dealing with in this report and also a description of 
the meaning of ‘morality’. 
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The words we are choosing among for the performance are “female genital 
mutilation”, “female genital cutting” and “female circumcision”. As a group, we 
prefer to use the term “female circumcision”. The term “female genital mutilation” is 
a term used by the feminist activists, who are fighting against the practice on the 
sexist grounds. Their aim is to draw attention and pass judgement by means of their 
gender rights discourse. However, this is not the aim of this group. Besides that, the 
term refers to only two types of circumcision, which are clitoridectomy and 
infibulation5, therefore it is inappropriate to use this term to describe all the types of 
female circumcision, because it tends to generalize and is judgmental. We do not 
consider all types of female circumcision as mutilations. The other terms, which are 
“female genital cutting” and ‘female circumcision’, seem to be more appropriate for 
our usage since they can cover all types of the act and they are neutral and non 
judgmental. To avoid confusion with the use of two different words describing the 
same thing, we chose to use “female circumcision”. 
We also find it important to make a clear definition of the word morality as used in 
the report. Our preferred definition in the report is:  
‘The quality of an action, which renders it good, the conformity of an act to the 
accepted standard of right’.6 Therefore a moral action in this report means a positive 
and good act. We also add to it that the act should not be harming to anyone. 
                                           
5
 The different types of circumcision will be explained in chapter 2. 
6
 http//:www.webster.dictionary.org/definition /morality 27/11/04 
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2. FEMALE CIRCUMCISION: AN INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter, we will start by giving a narrative on the history of female 
circumcision. Included in this narrative will be: definition and the history of female 
circumcision and the debates surrounding it. Thereafter we will give our own 
reflections on the reasons given for the practice. 
2.1. Defining the practice7 
The World Health Organization (WHO) has definition of female circumcision: “all 
female circumcision8 (FC) has procedures involving partial or total removal of the 
external female genitalia or other injury to the female genital organs whether for 
cultural or other non-therapeutic reasons”9. 
Types of female circumcision and reasons for this practice vary depending on the 
region in consideration. According to researchers and writers on the subject there are 
three types of FC10:  
1st type called “Sunna” and it constitutes the removal or cutting of part of clitoris with 
excision of the prepuce. The Bedouins in Israel reportedly carry it out.11 It is seen as 
                                           
7
 Throughout the project report we will be using different terms to describe the Female circumcision, such as practice, 
ritual, customs, etc depending on the context. 
8
 Sometimes referred to as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), Female Genital Cutting (FGC).  
9
 World Health Organization, Fact sheet N°241, June 2000, http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/ - Oct 
1, 2004 
10
 The World Health Organization recognizes the 4th type of circumcision which constitutes of “pricking, piercing or 
incising of the clitoris and/or labia; stretching of the clitoris and/or labia; cauterisation by burning of the clitoris and 
surrounding tissue” - World Health Organization, Fact sheet N°241, June 2000, 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/ - Oct 1, 2004 
11Boyle H. E., 2002, pg 25  
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the least invasive type of female circumcision and is often compared to male 
circumcision. There is a general confusion regarding the name “Sunna”. It is at times 
used to describe a wide variety of surgeries, some of them more severe than just 
cutting the tip of the clitoris. When these other severe forms are included, (i.e. 
clitoridectomies) the numbers of those who practice it rise. According to the WHO 
fact sheet, this is the most common type of circumcision, which counts for about 80% 
of all the cases12. 
2nd type is “genital excision” or “clitoridectomy”, where the part or the whole clitoris 
is removed, together with labia minora and labia majora. Clitoridectomies vary in 
their degree of seriousness. It is the most common form of female circumcision in 
Africa.13  
3rd type is called infibulation or “pharaonic” circumcision. This type is the most 
extreme form of circumcision and it consists of removal of the clitoris, labia majora 
and minora, sides of vulva and then sewn, so that a little opening is kept for the urine 
and menstrual blood. After the procedure the legs of the girl are bound together for 
up to 40 days to promote healing. On the first wedding night the infibulated woman 
should be cut open again in order to have the first sexual intercourse. After the child 
birth the opening is being sewed as well. This type constitutes 15 percent of all the 
circumcision and practiced mainly in Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, Mali and Nigeria. The 
age of the girls to be circumcised differs from area to area. It is performed on infants 
a few days old, female children between 6 and 10 years of age, adolescents and, 
occasionally on mature women. Despite the laws approved in many countries against 
the practice, despite the efforts of the international community to eliminate it, there 
are still a large number of girls that undergo the FC. According to WHO fact sheet 
                                           
12
 World Health Organization, Fact sheet N°241, June 2000, http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/ - Oct 
1, 2004 
13
 Boyle H.E., 2002, pg 26 
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no. 241, there are around 100-140 million women in the world who have been 
circumcised one or another way. It is estimated that approximately 2 million girls 
each year undergo the circumcision. Geographic distribution and prevalence of FC in 
Africa is shown in the map and tables in the appendix as reported in 1979. Statistics 
on women population is also given for more understanding of the estimated 
prevalence percentages.14 
It is women who perform the practice, with a few exceptions (in Egypt men are 
known to perform the operation). In most rural settings throughout Africa, the 
circumcisers have acquired their skills from their mothers or female relatives. They 
are often also the communities' traditional birth attendants.  
Besides pain and shock that is experienced by the girls during the process there are 
many negative consequences on the health. One of the reasons of the health 
complications is the anti sanitary conditions and use of non-sterilized instruments in 
the operation. These can lead to transmission of HIV, and getting different kinds of 
infections. The infibulation causes haemorrhage, urine retention, ulceration of the 
genital region, delay of the menses and injury to adjacent tissue. Moreover, it leads to 
the sexual dysfunction, painful sexual intercourse and creates complications during 
the childbirth. It’s worth mentioning that in some cases it even causes death. 
2.2. History of the practice 
Circumcision is practiced today in 28 countries in North and Central Africa. There 
are also cases of FC in the Middle East and Muslim states of Asia. As such, most 
girls and women who have undergone the ritual can be found in those countries 
though they are also increasingly found in Europe, Australia, Canada and the USA, 
primarily among immigrants from Africa and South Western Asia.  
                                           
14
 Shell-Duncan B., 2000, pg 8, 10-13 
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The history of the practice is so culturally embedded that it is not easy to know how it 
originated, but it has existed for centuries. Records show that the practice predates 
Christianity and Islam. It can be traced back as far as the second century B.C.15 
Evidence from mummified bodies reveals that in ancient Egypt both excision and 
infibulations were performed, hence Pharaonic circumcision. However, in European 
medicine from the middle of 19th century up till mid 20th century, the removal of the 
clitoris was practiced as “medicine” against nymphomania and depression.16  
Some believe that female circumcision is rooted in the Pharaonic belief in the 
bisexuality of the gods. “According to this belief, mortals reflected this trait of the 
gods – every individual possessed both a female and a male soul. The feminine soul 
of the man was located in the prepuce of the penis; the male soul of the woman was 
located in the clitoris. For healthy gender development, the female soul had to be 
excised from the man and the male soul excised from the woman. Circumcision was 
thus essential for boys to become men; and girls, women”.17  
Another popular theory states that female circumcision was begun as a way to control 
women’s sexuality, thus preventing women having sex outside the marriage as well 
as preventing premarital sex. This meant that males controlled and therefore 
historically reinforced the idea that wives are their husband’s property.  
2.3. Naming the practice 
There is a lot of controversy over how to refer to the practice. In communities where 
it is practiced different words are used, i.e. tahar or tahara, which when translated 
                                           
15
 Gruenbaum E., 2001, pg 27 
16
 Boyle H.E., 2002, pg 24 
17
 Boyle H.E., 2002, pg 27 
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means “purification”18, suggesting a cleansing by undergoing the ritual. In some 
Islamic communities, the practice is referred to as “Sunna” - meaning tradition.  
The practice was initially referred to as “female circumcision” by westerners. 
However those opposed to this cultural practice object to this term because it does 
nothing to highlight its negative consequences. The term Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) originated Fran Horsken, an activist against the practice and founder of 
Women’s International Network. International organizations such as World Health 
Organization and Amnesty International prefer to use FGM. African feminists and 
scholars on the other hand feel that this term is ethnocentric. Terms favoured by some 
activists and scholars are: “female circumcision”, “female genital surgeries”, “female 
genital cutting” or “female genital modification”.19 These different terms being used 
to describe one practice illustrate the conflicts evoked by subject.  
2.4. The Debate 
Taken from the 2 movies: “The Act of Love”20 and “The Day I will never Forget”21 
Among people who live in communities that perform female circumcision, the debate 
on whether female circumcision is right or wrong, good or bad, revolves around the 
following main arguments. 
The most common argument invoked by its defenders is that circumcision is a part of 
culture, religion or tradition. Another is that circumcision leaves the girl pure in the 
way that she has no “dirty” clitoris. The removing of clitoris also means the removing 
of that, which awakens her sexual lust. In other words she will (hopefully) still be a 
                                           
18
 Boyle H.E., 2002, pg 27 
19
 ibid, pg 25 
20
 “Act of Love”, Danish TV 2, 20.01.93. 
21
 “The Day I will never Forget”, Danish TV 2, 13.01.03. 
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virgin when she gets married. Another argument is that circumcision gives the girl a 
good reputation and it gives her self-confidence. 
The most common argument among those opposed to circumcision that the practice 
is physically very painful for the girl and in some cases leads to illness and even 
death. Another argument is that the tradition of circumcision brings nothing good and 
is only done to a girl because it was also done to her mother, grandmother and so 
forth. Lastly the girl is often married off right after the circumcision and thereby 
taken out of school too early.  
In the movie Act of Love a French lawyer explains that circumcision is a violation of 
humanity and of the woman’s integrity since it takes away the clitoris, which is the 
organ that symbolises her freedom. In this way she will loose her individuality and 
become submissive to the man. In the same movie an African doctor talks about 
circumcision at a black health conference. He says that women suffer because of the 
evil of men; it is not due to religion but to culture. Girls will do it so that they can get 
married and have children, and because the marriage will bring money to the girls’ 
parents. He explains that circumcision must be stopped, but not by law. It can only be 
stopped if a soft voice explains to people the consequences of circumcision. 
2.5. Early Efforts to eradicate the Practice 
The earliest opposition against female circumcision came from the western world 
with Catholic missionaries in Egypt spearheading the campaign in the seventeenth 
century with the mistaken belief that it was a Jewish practice. Forbidding this practice 
among converts led to dire consequences for the number of converts. The Vatican 
reversed the policy after an investigation that determined that “Egyptian women’s 
genitals justified excision” because they were oversized22.  
                                           
22
 Boyle H.E., 2002, pg 39 
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Similarly, in the early nineteenth century, Christian missionaries carried out efforts to 
eradicate the practice among their converts in Kenya. In the 1920, the Church of 
Scotland put much effort in condemning the practice among the Kikuyu tribe in 
Kenya. Their belief was that this practice was backward and barbaric, and should not 
be tolerated among their converts. Their efforts to eradicate the practice were met 
with very strong reactions from some of the Kikuyu, and this served to politicise the 
matter. Jomo Kenyatta23 in his book Facing Mount Kenya strongly defended the 
practice. According to him, this was an anthropological problem, and those in 
opposition to this practice did not understand why educated, intelligent Kikuyu 
continued to cling to the practice. His defence was; “this operation is still regarded as 
the very essence of an institution which had enormous educational, social, moral and 
religious implications, quite from the operation itself”.24 
According to Kenyatta, British opposition to the practice was merely an expression of 
their colonial imperialism. Partly due to Kenyatta’s defence of the practice and other 
factors, the missionaries were very unsuccessful in their efforts to make local tribes to 
do away with female circumcision, and they therefore discontinued their efforts to 
eradicate the practice. 
The rest of the world however continued to be in the dark with regard to the custom 
and there was no international interest in the matter. Female circumcision was openly 
discussed outside Africa for the first time in the 1930’s in the British Parliament, with 
regards to female circumcision in Sudan. The British started a campaign to educate 
the Sudanese about the consequences of the practice and in 1946 passed a law that 
forbade infibulation. The law only served to politicise the matter and led to a lot of 
secret circumcisions in defiance of the British Colonial rule. 
                                           
23Trained in anthropology. He later became the first president when Kenya gained its independence from British 
colonial rule 
22 Kenyatta J., 1968, pg 133 
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In the late 1950’s, there was not much emphasis on the practice due to all the 
attention paid on gaining independence from colonial rule. 
The Economic and Social Council of the United Nations, in 1958, requested the 
World Health Organization to study female circumcision. In its refusal, WHO 
claimed that the practice was outside the organizations jurisdiction because it was “a 
social and cultural rather than a medical one”.25 In 1961, a similar request was 
presented by African women attending a U.N seminar in Ethiopia, which was also 
met with refusal due to WHO’s policy of non-interference in internal politics of a 
state. 
At a U.N conference on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health Of Women in 
Khartoum, Sudan, in 1979, a lot of research done on female circumcision was 
presented, and this conference proved to be a landmark in the evolution of the debate. 
Prior to this conference, medical tolerance and acceptance resulted in very little being 
done to check and disapprove the practice. International organizations were reluctant 
condemn the practice in deference to what they deemed as cultural traditions of other. 
Countries practicing FC would often make accusations of Cultural Imperialism to any 
western activists who showed any abhorrence at the practice. 
In the 1980’s and 1990’s, a lot of effort was put by non-governmental organizations, 
as well as activist groups on educational campaigns about female circumcision. 
Western feminists such as Fran Horsken, Gloria Steinem among others, along with 
international Women’s Organizations were in the forefront in raising international 
awareness and interest in the subject. Due to their persistent efforts, the international 
community was forced to take a second look at the practice. By this time, the phrase 
Female Genital Mutilation had become an acceptable description of the practice in 
the west and the International Community became involved in efforts to wipe out 
female circumcision. For the first time, it was included as private abuses in Amnesty 
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Internationals country reports. Organizations such as; International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank, begun to link monetary aid to reform efforts. A joint 
statement by four major international organizations was issued condemning the 
practice as a violation of Women’s rights. Change had come about because the 
promotion of human rights had taken special priority in a globalised world. 
2.6.The main Arguments against Female Circumcision 
Among activists and writers, the female circumcision debate has often had two 
themes: 
1) The health problems it causes 
2) It is a morally abhorrent practice 
Feminists on the other hand have objected to female circumcision because of its 
negative effects on female sexuality. The idea of women being sexually deprived has 
been met with very strong reactions from people like Alice Walker, and this is the 
subject of her book “Warrior Masks-Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual 
Blinding of Women”. Walker in her book aims to inform people about the harmful 
results of removing a woman’s clitoris and the effects on female sexuality. 
Much more emphasis has been put on the medical argument as opposed to the 
morality of the practice because it is neutral and becomes easy to invoke the interest 
of International Organisations like World Health Organization, United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) etc. Concern for the harmful effects of the practice on 
young girls has led to issues of gender and human rights. Feminist arguments were in 
the past considered too controversial to be used in the efforts by Inter-Governmental 
Organizations (IGO’s) to eradicate female circumcision. 
Female circumcision seen in the framework of human rights has been challenged by 
many as a violation of: 
1) the rights of the child. 
2) the right to sexual and corporeal identity 
 22 
3) the right to health  
 “Although the right to health argument may not bring immediate results, it is likely 
to have the most success because it considers the practice from the perspective of the 
Africans...It integrates the issues of physical, mental and sexual health as well as 
child development”.26 
Feminists gradually reframed their argument to include the health argument. 
However, the health argument resulted in female circumcision becoming 
medicalized, and advocates of the practice suggesting that milder forms of the 
practice were acceptable if carried out in sterile conditions. In the 1990’s, the gender 
discourse i.e. Women’s Rights are Human Rights, had taken prominence because it 
would be more effective in the IGO’s efforts in the total elimination of the practice. 
Female circumcision is criminalized in all the western countries and in number of 
African countries such as Burkina Faso, Djibouti, Egypt, Ghana, Ivory Coast, Kenya, 
Niger, Senegal, Sudan, Tanzania, Togo and others27.  
2.7. Main Arguments for Female Circumcision 
Different communities carry female circumcision for different reasons; therefore, it 
would be generalization to give just one specific argument for the practice.  
For those who practice female circumcision, the main argument used in defence of 
the practice is that it’s a “tradition”, “it has always been done”. They argue that they 
should be allowed the right to practice their culture without outside interference. The 
force of tradition is what has led to the continuation of FC despite the global 
opposition to the practice. Some anthropologists though accepting the practice is 
neither healthy nor pleasant, advocate that such a practice should be recognized for 
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its value in its cultural context. Some adherents of Islam claim that it is a religious 
requirement.  
Other reasons give are: health and aesthetic purposes, reducing the sexuality of 
women, maintaining chastity and increasing the sexual pleasure of males28. 
The practice as explained earlier has social implications as well. It is believed that 
circumcision is what makes a woman, a woman. It is also considered as an act of 
love29 by the parents who carry it out on their daughters. They reason that without 
being circumcised, the girls would never become real women and never get 
husbands. Criminal intent is never present in the parent’s actions. In other instances, 
girls undergo the operation willingly. This is because the circumcision ritual is 
usually a community celebration with girls in the same age group being circumcised 
together, and a circumcision feast is held to celebrate the occasion. It is therefore an 
important ritual in the tribe because “it creates solidarity and in some cases, 
(symbolizes) leaving behind the pleasures of childhood to prepare for the 
responsibilities of adulthood”.30 Many African tribes perform female as well as male 
circumcision as a rite of passage from childhood to adulthood.  
 In some communities, female circumcision is seen important for gender definition, 
that is, circumcision removes “manlike” or “masculine” parts. “Excision is practiced 
to clearly distinguish the sex of the person. A boy is female by virtue of his foreskin; 
a girl is male by virtue of her clitoris”.31 
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3. STANDPOINT ON THE PRACTICE 
3.1. Individual Opinion of Group Members 
Burmaa and Alina: We are not against Sunna circumcision – since it doesn’t involve 
a major physical intervention – of course some health complications may happen, due 
to anti-sanitary conditions, or loss of blood, etc. However, this may happen also 
because of the piercing, or liposuction. It’s not endangering human life, therefore we 
are not against practice of Sunna – and thus we think it’s not necessary to ban it. 
Instead, the age limits or consent of the person to be circumcised is necessary.  
We are totally against especially infibulation and other harsh cuttings because it 
creates serious health hazards. 
The universalism – it’s practically almost impossible to universalize some rules or 
maxims or norms, although in theory it might seem to be possible. For example, we 
believe that all of the countries have included in their criminal code or alike 
legislations that the intentional murder is a criminal action. However, it doesn’t mean 
that there aren’t any murder cases. To universalise a certain norm there need to be a 
discourse taking place. The discourse needs to end up with some consensus, however, 
this is difficult to achieve, when participants in the dialogue are too different, from 
different societies, cultures and not all (everybody) can get involved in the discourse. 
There will be always some exceptions.  
We like the principle of respecting the humanity in everyone, although it depends on 
the definition of humanity. 
So to make a conclusion: 
Sunna – not banned, but with some medical supervision, age limit, consent of a 
person. 
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Infibulation and other extreme forms – ban it! 
Wangeshi: Although I am a Gikuyu I must admit that I personally do not approve of 
extreme forms of circumcisions. I am not circumcised and if I had a daughter there 
would be no question about circumcising her. However, I do ask myself whether my 
opinions about female circumcision have been influenced by the western dialogue 
about female circumcision. 
Coming from a country where a variety of tribes practice female circumcision, I am 
quite aware that they way the practice is carried out and interpreted varies according 
to the tribal group involved. I am appalled by extreme forms of the practice, that is 
infibulations and clitoridectomies. I am horrified by the effects negative 
consequences on health that result from these extreme variations of female 
circumcision. I do not condone forced circumcision. I especially oppose circumcision 
of little girls. But when its performed on a girl out of choice, my thoughts are that 
free will should be respected. My opinion is that tribes that practice the minor form of 
circumcision, the so-called Sunna should be allowed to choose to practice their 
custom. After all are other culture not practicing some form of mutilations when they 
carry out breast augmentations, breast implants and liposuction as well as body 
piercing? 
Should female circumcision be totally abolished? I am not sure I could answer in the 
affirmative. But one thing I am sure about is that these very communities that practice 
female circumcision should be given the opportunity to decide for themselves the 
value of such a practice. 
Dia: Each culture most be respected. If a group of people wish to perform 
circumcision and each of its members approves of this performance, then I should not 
interfere. I might not agree that it is a “right” or a “good” thing, but I should not 
interfere. What is wrong to me can be right to others. However, if I have a hard time 
tolerating the performance of female circumcision in a specific group of people, then 
I find it a good moral action to make the group aware of my opinion. For instance, 
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let’s say I hear of infibulations being performed in Egypt (or in my neighbourhood 
for that sake). I might find out that the community, performing it, is satisfied with the 
practice and has no intensions of eradicating it. I might also find that the number of 
females in this community suffering from health issues, due to their circumcision, is 
great. Then my moral action would be, not to stop it (even if I had the power to do 
so), but rather to inform the people in the community of the health problems involved 
and of my other reasons (if any) for wanting them to stop the ritual. 
Andrine: The practice is not new to me considering that it has been part and parcel of 
my ancestors - the Gikuyu tribe in Kenya. Therefore I have difficulties joining the 
band wagon of those condemning it, also due to the fact that I have never 
encountered women, who regret it was done to them, and its meaning has been very 
important to the girl and the entire clan. Despite the negative implications, I still find 
it a relevant practice because the girl’s social identity is determined ones one 
undergoes the ritual. For example, a kikuyu girl who was not circumcised was 
labelled a “kirigu” meaning the uncircumcised one and with that title one remained 
an object of ridicule throughout the entire life and it was also an embarrassment to the 
clan. I am not circumcised because my grandmother experienced the wrath of 
missionaries in her locality that made life difficult for those that clang to such a 
tradition that offended them. As such my mother “escaped” and spared her daughter 
from undergoing through the knife as we call it. But that did not apply to others living 
a few miles away from the locality, and are still doing it in the underground despite 
its recent criminalisation. 
It is a tradition I would like to protect as long as people are made aware it is not 
infibulation and it has been and can be performed in hospitals with equal implications 
of removing a tooth. 
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3.2. Group Reflections 
The information we have presented in relation to female circumcision contains 
aspects that we as a group consider important to clarify to the reader our judgments 
on them. We have given the information objectively but we have found it difficult to 
dissociate our feelings therefore subjectivity is unavoidable as we reflect on it. To 
reflect has been defined as to compare and combine given presentations either with 
other presentations or with one’s cognitive powers, with respect to a concept, which 
is thereby made possible. Consequently our reflections on the practice of female 
circumcision are important. Some of the defences mounted by its advocates are 
questionable and we hereby express our opinions on them. 
Religious grounds are cited in Muslim communities. We agree that it has no religious 
sanction, as it is not mentioned in the Koran and only as a reference in one of the 
Hadiths. The fact that female circumcision is not practiced by all Islamic 
communities disproves the idea that it is required by Islam. The other reason is to 
control women’s sexuality. It remains questionable how virginity or chastity can be 
maintained through circumcision. It may influence the sex life of the girls especially 
if one has undergone the extreme form – infibulation. But as we have seen, it is only 
practiced in some cultures while others practice the mild forms like Sunna, which 
poses no difficulties in sex life, hence virginity cannot be guaranteed. Hygiene, 
aesthetic purposes and myths like it increases the sexual pleasure of men are reasons 
that we do not accept as a basis for the practice, especially infibulation and also 
because they are not moral arguments. Contrary to the idea that it promotes hygiene 
and therefore good health, variations of the practice cause various severe short and 
long-term problems. The symbolic meaning of entering into womanhood is a defence 
that holds a lot of weight, as we will discuss later in the Cultural Relativism chapter. 
In this chapter we will look at two types of female circumcision as practiced in 
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specific cultures and their meaning. The claim that it helps preserve tribal cohesion is 
also a viable reason and it is also taken up in the discussion on cultural relativism 
3.2.1. Another Position 
The idea of the practice as described being performed on young women and even 
children may not be palatable to most people. However when you look at the practice 
from the point of view of the women born into societies concerned, circumcision is 
what makes a woman a woman. To deny them this aspect of their life is equal to 
altering their identity. It is with this understanding that we are torn between 
universalism and cultural relativism. If we embrace universalism, we risk displaying 
arrogance due to its nature that the values one holds are universal. Assuming the 
relativist position is equally dangerous because we do not want to be indifferent to 
immoral situations or use culture as an excuse for abuse.  
We hope that by the end of the project we will be more informed of both sides which 
will help us achieve a resolution that can be acceptable to all or just remain torn 
between them. 
 
In the following chapters, we are going to use different moral theories in the morality 
of female circumcision. We will first outline a brief description of moral philosophy 
then use four different philosophical schools of thought in evaluation of female 
circumcision. 
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4. MORAL PHILOSOPHY AND FEMALE CIRCUMCITION 
4.1. Moral Philosophy 
Moral philosophy is the branch of philosophy dealing with issues of right and wrong. 
Philosophers have for centuries argued on what makes an action right or wrong and 
come up with different theories about morality. This report will deal with four types 
of moral theories: Duty based theories: Kantian ethics; Consequentialism: 
Utilitarianism; Moral relativism-cultural relativism and discourse ethics. 
4.2. Duty based Ethics 
“Duty based ethical theories stress that each one of us has certain duties-actions that 
we ought to perform or ought not to perform-and that acting morally amounts to 
doing our duties, whatever the consequences might follow from this”32. For example, 
duty based ethics would say it is our duty to tell the truth, therefore, telling the truth 
should always be done regardless of the consequences, and that lying would be 
morally wrong even if the results would be of benefit to the one telling a lie 
The duty-based theory discussed in this report is one propounded by Immanuel Kant 
known as Kantian Ethics.  
4.3. Consequentialism 
“The term consequentialist is used to describe the ethical theories, which judge 
whether an action is right or wrong not on the intentions of the person performing the 
action, but rather on the consequences of the action”.33  
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With the example of telling the truth, a consequentialist would weigh the results of 
the action in judging whether it is morally right or wrong. Utilitarianism is one 
example of Consequentialist theories. A discussion on Utilitarianism will be taken up 
later in the report. 
4.4. Moral Relativism 
Moral relativism takes into consideration that people come from different societies 
and have different customs, therefore different concepts of right and wrong. 
According to moral relativism, “moral judgements can only be judged true or false 
relative to a particular society”34. Moral relativists would judge whether lying is 
morally right or wrong by taking into consideration the society or culture involved. If 
lying were perfectly acceptable in a specific culture, then it would be morally right 
for that specific culture. Relativists often argue that since morality is relative, there 
are no universal moral standards for judging the actions of other societies.  
cultural relativism is a version of moral relativism. We will further on discuss cultural 
relativism, look at female circumcision from a cultural relativist position and also 
look at the theory critically. 
4.5. Discourse Ethics 
The use of communication has been propounded by Jürgen Habermas in his discourse 
ethics theory, which is a moral theory that devises common solutions to normative 
problems. Discourse ethics uses the principle of argumentation and it stipulates that 
only those norms can claim to be valid that meet or could meet the approval of all 
affected in their capacity as participants in a practical discourse.35 It has two 
distinctive elements, practical participatory discourse and principle of 
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universalization that guides argumentation. The theory will be described more in the 
chapter on Discourse Ethics.  
5. MORAL PHILOSOPHY ACCORDING TO KANT  
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
Immanuel Kant was a philosopher that profoundly influenced people’s way of 
thinking. He’s regarded as the founder of our modern humanism36, of the 
fundamental theory of scientific cognition, in other words the theory of scientific 
cognition has been fixed after and because of Kant37.  
Kant lived his whole life in the Königsberg, which was the capital of Prussia. He was 
influenced by the pietistic Protestantism, which came both from his parents and his 
school. Kant had a need for regularity. A result of this need was that he did not 
become professor until 1770 and that he never travelled more than a few kilometres 
away from his hometown. 
The two contemporary philosophers, David Hume (1711-1778) and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-1778), had great influence on Kant. Kant’s reading of Hume’s 
“Enquiry” had him start an investigation of the human reason. This led to Kant’s 
main work “Kritik der Reinen Vernunft” (Critique of Practical Reason) in 1781. 
Rousseau’s and Kant’s philosophies did not look much alike, but Kant was greatly 
influenced by Rousseau, who had given him an understanding of and respect for the 
ordinary human. Before Kant got this understanding and respect, he had felt superior 
to the average man because of his ignorance. 
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From 1792, Prussia’s monarch Frederik Wilhelm II ordered censure on the publishing 
of certain religious writings by Kant. 
5.1. An Overview 
Kant thought that every person possesses the ability to judge right from wrong; that 
humans have a transcendental moral ability that appears out of the person’s good will 
– a will to perform what one knows is morally right (later referred to as one’s duty) 
instead of performing out of one’s inclination. He thought of people as individuals 
capable of making their own, independent choices. From this assumption he created a 
moral law, the categorical imperative, where leaving the judgment of morality of an 
action to the individual performing it. To Kant one could not perform an action as 
means to achieve something else, and still call it moral. The action would then only 
come from a psychological motive and it would be a hypothetic imperative. A 
hypothetic imperative is when the action is means to an end, whereas the categorical 
imperative is the end itself. 
Kant found that humans are not all good, nor all bad; they are in-between and his idea 
was that only the person’s good will to act according to his duty can decide how good 
a person is. With this viewpoint he disagreed with e.g. Rousseau who thought that 
enlightenment makes a person a better human, because it makes him/ her more 
capable of reflecting. 
Kant belonged to the group of philosophers who judged the moral of an action from 
the disposition, from which it was performed, as opposed to other groups of 
philosophers who would judge the action from the consequences of the action. 
 
Kant’s moral theory centred duty, universalizability and respect, and the following 
three paragraphs describe these.  
5.1.1. Duty 
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According to Kant, good will is good “simply by the virtue of the volition; that is, it 
is good in itself and considered by itself is to be esteemed much higher than all that 
can be brought about by it in favour of any inclination, nay even the sum total of all 
inclinations”.38 It is on that notion that duty is based. He defines duty “to be a 
practical, unconditional necessity of action that must hold for all rational beings”.39 
He sees duty as an obligation imposed on oneself because it is an action that has no 
outside influence like self-interest or inclinations. For example, he sees the action of 
the dealer who keeps a fixed price for everyone as an action that cannot be termed as 
moral despite the fact that it is an honest act. He finds it more of a selfish action than 
a moral one because it is done out of self-interest to maintain business. On the other 
hand, an action of a philanthropist who allowed his feelings to benefits others 
because he has the powers to do so is with an inclination to it therefore not a moral 
action.  
Both the dealer and the philanthropist performed actions that can be seen as moral but 
according to Kant, they have no moral value because they were done out of self-
interest and inclination. However if the philanthropist, despite the fact that he is not 
troubled by their distress benefits them, out of duty he performs a moral act. For him, 
an action has moral worth if it is done for the sake of duty. He maintains “the moral 
worth of an action does not lie in the effect expected from it, nor in any principle of 
action that needs to borrow its motive from this expected effect.”40 
He termed following the law a duty, hence a moral act, even though there may be 
inclinations to it. This is because the law is an object of respect hence a command. 
5.1.2. Universalizability 
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In his moral theory, Kant tried to show that what is fair for one is fair for all. He does 
this through examples of maxims that are defined as “the subjective principle of 
volition”. Maxims guide our actions and their universalizability can be tested on the 
fact that any maxim can be made into a universal law. This principle makes it a 
supreme law that says: “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the 
same time will that it should become a universal law.”41 Maxims should also rest on 
moral grounds and on the concept of duty. For a maxim to be made a universal law, it 
must not contradict itself. This means that a maxim that cannot be held by all men 
independent of circumstances and conditions, and which could not consistently be 
obeyed by every rational agent on every occasion contradicts itself and therefore 
cannot be a universal law. Such a maxim is in line with the example he gave as “only 
keep promises when it is convenient to you”.42 
A maxim that can be translated to a universal law becomes a categorical imperative. 
Categorical imperatives are unconditional and are applicable at all times. He gave an 
example of “always to tell the truth”. This is in contrast to hypothetical imperatives, 
which are conditional. To Kant, there is only one categorical imperative, which is the 
basic moral principle namely “Act only on that maxim whereby thou canst at the 
same time will that it should become a universal law.”43 Categorical imperatives 
should have consistency, show impartiality and fairness. 
5.1.3. Respect 
“Act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that of any other, in 
every case as an end withal, never as means only”. This is the practical imperative 
which Kant proposed in respect of human will - to respect people is to see them as 
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ends in themselves. One of his examples is the man who contemplates suicide. If he 
destroys himself, he uses a person merely as a mean to maintain a tolerable condition 
up to the end of life.44 Attacks on freedom and property of others is a violation of the 
practical imperative as “a transgressor of the rights of men intends to make use of the 
persons of the others merely as a means, without taking into considerations that, as 
rational beings, they should always be esteemed at the same times as ends, that is, be 
esteemed as beings who must themselves be able to hold the very same action as an 
end.”45 He emphasizes the need to respect human will as he saw autonomy of the will 
as the supreme principle of morality. 
5.2. Discussion 
The aim of the following discussion is to come up with Kantian maxims with regards 
to female circumcision and test them using the Categorical Imperative procedure 
(CI), to see if they would qualify as universal laws. We as a group sat together to 
come up with maxims related to female circumcision that we could use to test 
whether they could pass Kant’s Categorical Imperative. These maxims are inspired 
by the reasons used to justify female circumcision. 
The group came up with the following maxims:46 
1. Always circumcise girls so that they become women. 
2. We ought to circumcise girls because it our duty as parents. 
3. All girls must be circumcised to become women with marriageable 
characteristics. 
The question is can these maxims be universal? 
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The first maxim according to the CI procedure is hypothetical. This is due to the fact 
that the end of the action is important as to why circumcision should be carried out. It 
therefore does not qualify as a moral action, because a categorical imperative is 
absolute and unconditional. Circumcising girls in order for them to become women 
would never become a universal law. It fails the CI test and would therefore not 
qualify as a rational action if it were universalized. 
The second maxim – “we ought to circumcise girls because it is our duty, as parents” 
would likely be universalized because it is an act of duty. According to Kant “a moral 
action is one performed out of a sense of duty”47. However another formulation of the 
categorical imperative is that we should treat other people as end, never as a means. 
In this instance the parents are using their daughter as a means to fulfil their duty to 
their tradition. They are therefore performing an act for the results they will get. This 
is in contradiction to categorical imperative, therefore not a moral action. 
Circumcising girls even though it was done as a duty, would not qualify as “perfect 
duty” according to Kant. In Kant’s moral theory, our duties include respect for 
humanity in the other person. This would be because according to Kant, We should: 
“Act in such a way so that you treat humanity in your person or in any another, 
always … an end never merely as a means.”48 
Forcing girls to be circumcised as is done by some parents does not respect the 
humanity of the girls. In the video “The day I will never Forget”, a young girl 
laments how her legs were held apart and she is forcefully circumcised against her 
will. This is a total disrespect for her autonomy, and therefore an immoral action 
according to Kant’s moral theory. In another instance in the documentary, some 
young girls explain how in their community it was common that girls were 
ambushed, caught even while walking to school and forcefully circumcised and then 
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married off. The girls clearly state that they do not wish to be circumcised, and would 
rather finish their schooling. The use of force in coercing the girls to be circumcised 
violates the notion of perfect duty. 
The Parents’ duty, when examined, is actually a duty to tradition: carrying out 
something that has always been done. This means that the results of the parents 
carrying out their duty are important; therefore it is a hypothetical imperative, since 
their duty is conditional - to achieve certain ends, the perpetuation of a tradition. 
Perfect duty is duty for duty’s sake, not dependent on the results. Circumcision 
therefore in this case would be a violation of the concept of perfect duty according to 
Kant. If the duty is unconditional, on the basis of good will only - then it's of moral 
worth, but if not, if it’s pursuing certain goals, then its immoral. 
The third maxim – “All girls must be circumcised to become women with 
marriageable characteristics” would also be disqualified as a moral action. This is 
because the end is being used to justify the means: circumcise girls and they are 
marriageable. In the video, Act of Love, the argument is used that in most instances, 
bride prices are involved. If parents marry off a girl who has not been circumcised, 
the matter of dowry comes in, since this might have to be refunded. This again is 
using the girls’ circumcision as a means of procuring a dowry. 
The conclusion is that female circumcision, enforced by parents on young girls would 
not be considered a moral action according to Kant’s moral theory because: 
1) It violates the humanity and autonomy of the girls, 
2) It uses the girls as a means to an end never as an end in themselves, 
3) It violates perfect duty because, although the parents claim they do it out of duty, it 
is not unconditional duty. 
The parents may circumcise the girls out of love49, but it cannot qualify as a moral 
action. 
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5.3. Criticism of Kantian Moral Theories 
After giving overview, discussing and even trying to prove a maxim based on 
Kantian ethics we came to conclusion that his theories are not as infallible as they 
look from the first sight. Therefore we decided to give a short critique of his theory.  
In his theory Kant doesn’t really give a certain principle or a rule of conduct, 
referring that all the “rational beings” should have sense of morals. We doubt that all 
the human beings have ability to differentiate the right from wrong. Furthermore he 
states that the consequences of a certain action are not relevant, as soon as the good-
will is present. We are in disagreement with that, although this notion is being used in 
our everyday life. For instance, we hear from time to time people say “oh, the thing 
he’s done is not very nice, but at least he had good intentions”. Here we see that the 
intentions or the good-will of the person is serving as an excuse for the wrong action 
with not desirable consequences. Here we dare to say that it is one of the absurdities 
of Kantian ethics – the ignorance of the consequences. In our context, e.g. in case of 
FC, we should say that the intentions of the parents to be good parents are good in 
itself, but the consequences, such as health hazard are being completely neglected; or 
in opposite, if the parents will fulfil their duty to keep their children safe and healthy, 
then again the consequences, such as non-acceptance in the society are being 
neglected. We cannot see how the action can be moral when the consequences of it 
are completely neglected. Moreover, Kant sees the emotions, such as love, passion, 
compassion, etc as irrelevant to the morality. Here we would like to put a big 
question mark. Is it possible to disconnect the feelings from the morality?  
In some situations the Kantian morals might create contradictions.  
Universalizability is a utopian concept, although one can be sure that many people 
follow that as a rule, without even knowing anything about Kant. For example, if I 
throw my garbage out of window, it’s fine, nobody will see me doing that, but what if 
all of my neighbours, everybody will start doing that? Then I won’t be able to walk to 
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my building. However, going back to the universalizability, we call it utopian, 
because can something be universalized in reality? Even if so, it is possible, 
according to Kant, to universalize some morally wrong maxims.  
The best concept of Kantian ethics however, is the treating one as “ends in itself”, not 
as “means”. As we all know this principle, along with some other principles, is laying 
in the core of the contemporary human rights principles.  
6. UTILITARIANISM 
Though Utilitarianism is mostly associated with Mill, other people have contributed 
to the development of the theory. In this chapter we will look closely at two main 
proponents of the utilitarianism – Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill.  
 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832)50 
Jeremy Bentham was born in London as a son and a grandson of attorneys. He was 
educated in law, but never worked as practitioner, instead he dedicated himself to 
work with theoretical issues of law, reformation of social institutions. He lived in the 
era of drastic changes – industrial revolution, French and American revolutions, 
which influenced on Bentham’s point of views. The most important work of J. 
Bentham is Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), where he 
discusses the concept of “greatest happiness” in the core of which is laying a 
principle of providing the greatest amount of happiness to the greatest number of 
people. His works have been of a great influence on the political philosophy.  
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John Stuart Mill (1806 – 1873) 
John Stuart Mill was born in London as the eldest son of James Mill. He was 
educated fully by his father. Mill is known for his work in utilitarianism which found 
its roots from his reading Bentham’s principle speculations. He found this a turning 
point in his mental history. He claims that Bentham’s standard of “the greatest 
happiness” was that which he was taught to apply. The chapter Bentham judges 
common modes of reasoning in morals greatly impressed him that he read all 
Bentham’s great works together with other works on mental philosophy. 
In 1822-23, he formed a plan of a little society composed of young men agreeing in 
fundamental principles – acknowledging Utility as their standard in ethics and 
politics. This was the Utilitarian Society, with the consequences being the beginning 
of the use of the word utilitarian.51 It is through his work on utilitarianism that has 
earned him the title of the prophet of utilitarianism. H.R. Fox Bourn, author of “John 
Stuart Mill: Notices of his life and works” describes Mill as “a man of such exquisite 
feeling, of such pure conscientiousness, of such self denying life, must surely be an 
advocate of what is called Absolute Morality”.52  
Our interest in Mills lies on his contribution to the theory of morals contained in his 
book “Utilitarianism”. 
6.1. An Overview 
The main principle of Utilitarianism according to John Stuart Mill is that “the 
happiness is the sole end of human action and the test by which to judge of all human 
conduct”53. Here the test means its promotion of happiness to “greatest extent 
possible”. Whether the action ought to be done is to be established by measuring the 
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promotion of greatest happiness than any other alternative would do. If the action is 
satisfies the test, then it means that it should be done. Happiness, according to Mill is 
“desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end…”54 He distinguishes two things – 
one is the thing desirable as means and the other is thing desirable for its own sake. 
Happiness is the second thing, e.g. the only desirable end. Therefore the action is to 
be done only and only if its consequences will be more desirable than those of any 
other alternatives. The consequences are happiness and unhappiness. The happiness 
is the intended pleasure and absence of pain, while unhappiness is pain and 
deprivation of pleasure. Therefore the pleasure and pain are the only important 
consequences applicable to certain rule. The difference between the pleasure and pain 
is that one is greater than the other.  
6.2. Act and Rule Utilitarianism 
There is no great difference between the two concepts55. The act utilitarianism is 
calculating the value of the consequences of a particular act, while the rule 
utilitarianism is looking at the consequences of general following of a certain rule. 
For instance, according to rule utilitarianism, it will be wrong to do something if this 
will be in disagreement with the certain rule that shall be generally observed. In this 
case the certain rule is the rule that will bring the greatest happiness in the end than 
any other options will. The only consideration for comparison of the rule with other 
options is the consequences. In other words, the consequences of the rule shall be 
compared to those of other alternatives. Besides that the notion of pleasure differs in 
both utilitarian views. According to Bentham, who is representative of act-
utilitarianism, the pleasures are different by their intensity, duration, certainty, 
remoteness/immediacy, fecundity, and purity and extend. However, although the 
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pleasures differ one from another by the above-mentioned criteria, in measurement or 
calculation of the happiness that doesn’t play any role. In other words, the pleasure is 
pleasure and all of it counts as equal, no matter how different they are. Mill, who 
advocated the rule-utilitarian point, had different ideas about the pleasure argument. 
As he stated, the pleasures are divided into higher pleasures and lower pleasures. The 
higher pleasures constitute the intellectual pleasures, while the lower pleasures are 
those consisting of physical pleasures, which every human can feel regardless of their 
intellect. Moreover, it plays drastic role in the calculation of the happiness by higher 
pleasures having prevailing effect over the lower pleasures. “It is better to be a human 
dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool 
satisfied”.56  
 
In the following paragraph we will try the utilitarian principle on the case of female 
circumcision; according to Mill and Bentham; we will, by calculating the pleasures 
and pains for the involved, be able to give the utilitarian conclusion on whether 
female circumcision is a moral action or not. 
6.3. Calculations 
Since the calculation is done theoretically by a group of people who have not tried on 
all of the roles implied, emphasis must be put on the fact that the numbers we use are 
made up by ourselves. 
There are many aspects to consider before doing this calculation and we have tried to 
explain the choices we have taken, along the way. 
The calculation is divided into two parts: one concerned with act utilitarianism and 
another with rule utilitarianism. In the act utility calculation we have taken in the 
girl’s perspective, the parents’ perspective, the tribal perspective and lastly the 
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international community’s perspective. In the rule utility calculation we have chosen 
two rules: “to circumcise” and “not to circumcise” and we will apply the rules to two 
types of circumcision. 
6.3.1. Act Utilitarianism, a Calculation 
Act Utilitarianism considers what effect one act in a specific situation would have on 
the balance of evil/happiness or pleasure versus pain or how much pleasure or pain 
would result from an action. In order to determine if an action is moral or not, all 
those affected by the action must be taken into consideration. 
The group performed an exercise to illustrate how Act utilitarianism works. The 
exercise was carried out with the parents as the agent, considering whether it would 
be moral to circumcise their daughter. The actual calculation is attached as appendix 
3. 
The circumcision is a traditional one; no anaesthesia is used to dull the pain. The type 
of circumcision chosen is infibulation. The principle involves the act, the acting 
agent, and all those affected by this one act. Both the long term and short-term effects 
will be considered. 
The pleasure or pain was measured on a scale of Zero to Ten, Zero being the least 
amount, ten being the ultimate (maximum). The numbers are the group’s 
interpretation of the pleasure/pain involved. We modified and simplified the 
calculation in the following ways: 
- We did not use the seven criteria that Bentham proposed. 
- We considered the tribe as one entity. 
- We took the international community as one entity.  
The amount of pleasure/pain was considered as it affects all those involved, finally a 
final tabulation made to determine whether circumcising the girl would qualify as a 
moral action according to Act Utilitarianism. We are aware that measuring the pain 
/pleasure results of one act is an absurdity. Our criticism of utilitarianism and the 
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calculations will address this point. In this case the Act is: ‘Circumcise a girl’ and the 
alternative is not to circumcise her. Those affected by this act: 
 1) The girl 
 2) The girl’s parents 
 3) The tribe 
 4) The International community/those opposed to circumcision 
The following describes the result of our calculations. 
If the reader wishes to see the calculations, he or she must go to the Appendix 3. 
If we circumcise the girl the total pleasures will be 37 and the pains 50. This example 
takes the assumption that the girl will have short term and long- term pain. A similar 
calculation with a girl who wants to be circumcised and who would experience 
pleasure from the thought that she is at last a woman, would give different results. 
From the total results of our calculation, circumcision would result in more pain than 
pleasure when all of those concerned are taken into consideration. Since the principle 
states that the moral thing to do would be to maximize happiness or pleasure, we can 
therefore conclude that circumcising the girl would not be a moral action. 
6.3.2. Rule Utilitarianism, a Calculation 
In order to test the utilitarian viewpoint on the practice of female circumcision we 
have made calculations based on rule utilitarianism57. 
First, the best rule of conduct is to be found. This is done by finding the value of 
the consequences of following a particular rule. The rule the following of 
which has the best overall consequences is the best rule. It is difficult to figure out the 
exact consequences that the rule might bring, so it is in the case of FC. In order to do 
so, we have to calculate the amount of pains and pleasures of a particular rule. With 
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that purpose we have to use not only our imagination, but also all the empirical 
materials available, e.g. the video films we have seen.  
As it mentioned earlier the only rule that will bring the greatest happiness than any 
other alternatives shall be performed. Therefore, we are going to consider one rule 
and comparing it to other alternatives, which might be relevant in the issue of 
bringing the “greater happiness”. Here, we are taking two rules and compare them by 
counting the pains and pleasures or the positive and negative effects of the rules. The 
first one will be “to circumcise a girl”, while the other one (the alternative for a 
greater happiness) will be “to not circumcise a girl”. This will be applied not only to 
one girl, but also in general. We are looking at those two rules from two different 
angles, e.g. we are going to apply those to infibulation and Sunna circumcision. 
The following describes the result of our calculations. 
If the reader wishes to see the calculations, he must go to the Appendix 4. 
From the rule-utilitarianism calculation, we have found that in case of infibulation the 
amount of pains and pleasures are more or less the same, whereas in Sunna 
circumcision the pleasure is overweighing the pain. However, the pains related to 
circumcision are physical as well as mental pain (in some cases, where the child got a 
trauma and mistrust for her parents), while we can take the risk to call the pleasures 
(for example, acceptance in the society) – intellectual, e.g. higher than the physical 
ones. 
We can conclude that according to Mill’s utilitarianism, e.g. rule-utilitarianism 
female circumcision justifies itself as a moral action, due to the prevalence of higher 
pleasures over the lower pains. In our calculation we could have taken many different 
aspects of the practice, which could be used in the calculation, such as mistrust of a 
girl towards her parents as negative consequence. However we limited ourselves to 
few negative and positive consequences, due to the fact that otherwise it would have 
been a never-ending calculation. 
 46 
6.4. Criticism of utilitarianism  
The problem with utilitarianism is - as we believe to have proved by our calculation – 
that it requires extensive knowledge of facts and sometimes this knowledge is not 
available. This leads problems like what we have encountered in trying to give scores 
to pleasure or pain. Different people will perceive it differently, as we saw it in the 
documentaries, and so the number will always be inauthentic to some. In Act of Love 
we both hear a woman explain how circumcision was the worst thing she had ever 
tried and another who says that there is only good to a circumcision. How is it 
possible to generalise the measurement of pain and pleasure when it varies that 
much? We argue that it is not possible. 
Even if the case is just one specific girl and her pleasure and pain, it is not possible. 
She will not know for sure know how many perspectives and consequences she must 
take into consideration. For instance, does the fact that she was circumcised, and 
therefore has pain when she has sex, have to do with the fact that she argues a lot 
with her husband? How will she judge whether the pain is 7 or 9 and is it then judged 
as short-term consequences or long-term, and how long is the long term? The long 
term could stretch way into the future which would necessitate more calculations and 
thus with no cut- off point. We argue that her judgement will be more of a feeling in 
the present, telling her whether she is for or against the circumcision. With the above 
problem we are reduced to using a guessing approach, which is not satisfactory. 
 We also think it is absurd to measure the pain /pleasure of the girl against the world 
community as a whole. How is it possible to compare this girl’s pain and pleasure 
against that the millions of those opposed or those who support the practice? Even 
though the number of those opposed to the act might be higher than those who are for 
the practice, it is still not possible to calculate which of them experiences more 
pleasure.  
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Another problem with utilitarianism is that it can lead to injustice for certain 
individuals. Circumcising a girl may bring greater happiness for her family, relatives 
and the local community but be unjust for the girl. Maximising happiness at her 
expense through performance of an act that can be seen as negative poses an ethical 
problem which utilitarianism does not address. 
With the theory, we have been able to show that the same act can be seen as the 
correct thing to do depending on the occasion. Hence a problem arises ones it 
supports opposing actions. 
This leads to the conclusion that the utility of utilitarianism is not that one gets to see 
what is moral or not. At best Utilitarianism is merely an abstract intellectual exercise 
used to determine whether an act is right or wrong.  
7. DISCOURSE ETHICS ACCORDING TO HABERMAS 
Jürgen Habermas (born 1929) 
Habermas, born in 1929 in Düsseldorf58, is one of the most well known of the 
German philosophers. His father was a sympathizer of Hitler and during WWII 
Habermas was active, serving in the Hitler Youth. He changed his political views 
after the war, realising that “we had been living in a politically criminal system.” 
Habermas studied philosophy in Göttingen and Bonn and later philosophy and 
sociology at The Institute for Social Research, under the guidance of Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. He was teaching at the University of Heidelberg 
and Frankfurt am Main; in 1971 he accepted a directorship at the Max Planck 
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Institute in Starnberg. Habermas went back at Frankfurt University in 1982, where he 
was teaching until 1994 when he retired.59 
Habermas is probably one of the most important social theorists writing in Europe 
today. He is representing the Frankfurt School, together with Theodor Adorno and 
Walter Benjamin.60 
Representative for his philosophy is “Towards Reconstructing Historical 
Materialist”, a book where he differentiates himself from Marx’s theory. 
He published “The Theory of Communicative Action” in 198161. Habermas is known 
by developing the theory of rationality, the concept of ideal speech situation and 
ethics of discourse. 
At the time of writing this project Jürgen Habermas is still living in Germany. 
7.1. An Overview 
Discourse ethics is a moral theory associated with Jürgen Habermas. His goal is to 
find a middle ground between abstract universalism as put forward by Kant in his 
moral philosophy and relativistic implications of communitarian and contextualist 
position in the tradition of Aristotle and Hegel.62 His theory modifies Kant’s, which is 
seen to be monological - an individual can will his maxim as a universal law- while 
he includes all those involved or affected by a conflict. 
 The discourse principle is formulated by Habermas as “Exactly those norms of 
action are valid which could meet with the consent of all the possibly affected parties 
as participants in rational discourses.”63 Like Kant, moral commands are categorical 
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imperatives in the sense that a moral norm is only valid if everyone can will that this 
norm be followed by everyone in similar circumstances. Moral norms are justified in 
moral discourses, which are open to all subjects capable of action and 
communication. This communication does not just involve grammatical 
comprehensibility of a sentence but it has to fulfil four validities that Habermas 
claimed as comprehensibility, truth, truthfulness and rightness. Based on these 
conditions the speakers can reach a consensus.64 The aim of a moral discourse is to 
agree on a norm for the regulation of interaction, which expresses a universalizable 
interest. As such each participant is required to consider a candidate norm from the 
point of view of each other, convince each other why the norm is acceptable from the 
stand point of each an every subject capable of action and communication. This, 
according to Habermas is the rule of argumentation for discourses. It is stipulated as 
“Every valid norm must satisfy the condition that the consequences and side effects 
its general observers can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of the interests of 
each could be freely accepted by all affected and be preferred to those of known 
alternative possibilities for regulation.”65  
The argumentation process is not a decision procedure resulting in collective 
decisions but a problem solving procedure that generates conviction and justifies 
norms. In justifying a moral norm through discourse, he set out some conditions, 
which are important as: 
- Every subject capable of speech and action may participate in discourses. 
- Real discourse is to be carried out by actual individuals affected by the norm. 
- Discourse stands under no other constraints than ‘force of the better argument’. 
- The norm must express a universalizable interest.66 
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For a norm to be morally valid, conditions to be fulfilled are: 
- The norm has been agreed to in a real discourse. 
- This real discourse fulfils certain formal conditions to a sufficient extent. 
- The agreement on the norm was supported by good reasons for taking the norm 
to express a universalizable interest.67 
The condition under which the above idealized presuppositions are fulfilled is termed 
as the ideal speech situation. In this situation, “all voices in any way relevant get a 
hearing, the best arguments available to us given our present state of knowledge are 
brought to bear and only the unforced force of the better argument determines the 
“yes” and “no” responses of the participants.”68 Consequently only a consensus 
achieved in argumentation that nearly fulfils the ideal speech situation can 
legitimately claim to be based on rational considerations and hence to be valid.69 
Habermas makes an important distinction between discourse about society, which 
addresses questions of truth, and discourse that addresses social norms. “…the type 
of validity claim attached to cultural values does not transcend local boundaries in the 
same way as truth and rightness claims. Cultural values do not count as universal; 
they are as the name indicates, located within the horizon or lifeworld of a specific 
group or culture. And values can be made plausible only in the context of a particular 
form of life.70 By lifeworld, he means the shared common understandings, including 
values that develop through face to face contacts over time in various social groups, 
from families to communities. Lifeworld appears in a relevant social context and it is 
a set of interpretive patterns which are culturally transmitted and linguistically 
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organized.71 Habermas presents the idea of the rationalization of the lifeworld, where 
through rationalization the process remain differentiated; consensus is actually based 
on rationality, being achieved thorough the authority of the better argument.72  
7.2. Discourse Ethics in Relation to FC 
The core of discourse ethics lies in the participation in argumentation for testing the 
validity of a norm. If we take the “norm” as we formulated in testing maxims to be 
that “always circumcise girls so that they become women”, it is possible to identify 
those who are involved in its fulfilment. In the documentary “Act of Love” and in the 
calculations to test act utilitarianism, the parties involved have been identified as the 
girl, her family local community and international community. Consequently, they 
should all be involved in a discourse, which has been defined as a procedure for 
testing the validity of hypothetical norms. It is however clear that the circumcision of 
the young girl fails rational discourse because her contribution despite her being the 
centre of the performance is not expected due to the forces influencing it like 
traditions.  
In the “Act of love”, FC has been shown as a problem between the practitioners and 
the antagonists. As such, a process of argumentation is important to solve the 
problem through generating convictions. In such a dialogue, the antagonists on one 
hand should work towards convincing the practitioners the validity of their 
arguments, which could be in line with the side effects as shown in the Kantian 
maxims and utilitarian calculations. On the other hand, the practitioners should give 
its defence in the lines of the reasons why they practice it. This would hopefully lead 
to participants agreeing to the consequences of the general observance of the norm. In 
this case, coming to a dialogical consensus cannot be without problems. A dialogue is 
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impossible unless each party is prepared to critically examine the fears, judgements 
and assumptions it brings to the debate and even abandon them. The Somali women 
holding a dialogue with the social workers in England are unwilling to appreciate that 
heir historical culture might be unjustified, and in their defence they almost take an 
extreme view of the value of circumcision. They clearly state that the “west” through 
the social workers, should not interfere with their traditions. The social workers 
would feel under pressure in their argumentation for the fear of being accused of 
ethnocentrism. A positive side to the argumentation in line with the documentary is 
the participation of the Somali Doctor who puts forth the arguments against the 
practice to the Somali women “...it is like making love to a wound…”. With a person 
like him acting as a representative of the antagonists, a discourse would be possible 
as mutual trust and goodwill can be created to allow an ideal discourse situation.  
A consensus achieved in argumentation can only be valid if it is based on rational 
considerations. FC has been banned now in most countries but the process coming 
leading to the criminalization would be seen to be wanting in relation to the demands 
of rational discourse. Only the unforced force of the better argument should 
determine the “yes” and “no” responses of participants. Most countries criminalize it 
under the force of the Western world that uses it as a barrier towards acquisition of 
things like grants or loans to the poor countries. They put the criminalisation of the 
practice as a condition to be fulfilled if the grant or loan is to be given. Given the 
poor conditions of most African countries, the demand is fulfilled thereby making the 
agreement invalid. So despite the fact that it has been banned, it is not because it is 
not a moral norm. 
For a norm to be valid, one condition it must fulfil is to express a universalizable 
interest. F.C can therefore not be a moral norm because as we tested its 
universalizability using Kantians categorical imperative, it failed.  
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In conclusion, FC cannot be a moral norm even though practical discourses on the 
norm are held because Habermas puts the condition of universalizability as one that 
must be fulfilled. 
7.3. Criticism of Discourse Ethics 
As we saw in the presentation of Discourse Ethics, Habermas’ moral theory has as a 
staring point the moral philosophy of Kant, the core of his discourse principle being 
that norms of action are valid when they meet consensus of all participants.  
If the question is to determine whether right can be distinguished from wrong, for 
Habermas this is a cognitive task. Yet, if a norm is accepted by a community as valid, 
this doesn’t establish its validity as such. This can lead to a contradiction regarding 
morality; the question of avoiding potentially destructive cultural traditions can be 
arising here.  
All though initially Habermas thought in a developmental model of morality73 he end 
up by recognizing that different societies impose different moral obligations, yet, they 
might be situated at different stages of moral maturity. In this situation, having four 
validity claims (comprehensibility, truth, truthfulness, and rightness) required in 
order for a discourse to reach a consensus and communicative competence acquired 
(as moral and cognitive process) at social and individual level, the competency of at 
least one of the participants can be discussed, as they might find themselves in 
different positions of development and moral maturity. Especially the principle of 
universalization can be discussed from this point of view, knowing that the goal is n 
universal consensus in a situation of ideal speech. 
A norm is right when it corresponds to a general or generalizable interest; in this way, 
the interest of any individual can be accepted by all those involved. But, if we think 
this situation at a social level, it would really be difficult to be applied as such, 
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considering that no one should be excluded from the discussion and everybody 
should have the right to make his claims and to criticize others. There will always 
exist the possibility that someone is excluded in a way or another from the discussion, 
or that the decisions are unfair for some of the persons.  
In a way, this principle could be applied if combined with the utilitarian one. 
Otherwise, the consensus regarding the acceptance of a universal norm requires from 
the participants the will as well as the ability to consider normative questions from 
this point of view. Here we have a case of conflict at the real level, especially if we 
take in consideration moral universalism as developed by the Western societies and 
their actions of universalization of their norms, as they understand them. The same 
problem remains if instead of Western society we take in consideration for example 
the morality of white, or heterosexuals, or male. By generalizing one’s moral 
standpoints, another question can be posed, that of becoming ethno centrist or even 
racist.  
In conclusion, even though Habermas’ vision on the principle of universalizability is 
a wider on in comparison with Kant’s, and even though his theory of discourse ethics 
is based on the assumption that even moral problems are capable of being solved in a 
rational and cognitive way, the theory itself won’t stand at a deeper analysis and 
especially when is required to be put in practice. 
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8. CULTURAL RELATIVISM 
In this chapter we are going to present cultural relativism as a philosophical stance in 
opposition the notion of universal value judgements. We will first present cultural 
relativism as a theory, then attempt to present what a cultural relativists' position 
would be with regards to female circumcision. Finally, we will look critically at 
cultural relativism as a theory, and especially its implications on female circumcision. 
In this chapter, the terms CR, Cultural Relativism and Relativism will be used 
alternatively. 
8.1. The History of Cultural Relativism 
It has often been said that cultural relativism is not a modern development. Those 
who say this quote Herodotus (484-425 B.C): “For if one was to offer men to choose 
out of all customs in the world such as it seemed to them the best, they would 
examine the whole number, and end by preferring their own, so convinced that their 
own usage far surpass those of all others.”74 
Some of the earlier philosophers who had ideas about a cultural relativism are 
Charles-Louis de Secondat Montesquieu (1689-1755) and Johann Gottfried von 
Herder (1744-1803).  
Cultural relativism in its modern form arose as a reaction to cultural evolutionism, a 
theory that taught that culture was universal, “a process of development of mankind 
from savagery through barbary to civilization”.75 This linear view of culture denied 
the existence of geographically localized peoples but taught instead that all cultures 
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were undergoing stages of evolution, with western cultures ranking high on the 
evolutionary scale while so called primitive cultures ranked lowest. Cultural 
evolutionism contained objectionable racial overtones: “It goes without saying that 
the people who were thought to be the least cultured were also thought to be the least 
intelligent and darkest in pigmentation”.76 Cultural relativism was opposed to the 
assumption of western superiority over so-called “primitive cultures”.  
After the Second World War the concept got more precise and widespread; at this 
time, after having experienced both genocide on the Jews and an end of colonization, 
Europeans needed a theory or idea that could support an acceptance of cultural and 
racial differences. An acceptance that could be the foundation of more global 
interaction, and the CR was such one. Apparently, this all seems like a very 
understanding and sympathetic view that respects everyone and leaves no one out. 
Thus, among Europeans it has become the general context in which people will try to 
understand different cultures77.  
The racial overtones contained in the cultural evolution theory were what were most 
objectionable to proponents of cultural relativism like Franz Boas, Melville 
Herskovits, Bronislaw Malinowski. Boas was a German –American anthropologist 
who propounded the idea that culture was not biologically determined, therefore not 
connected to race. He believed that culture was acquired and any child regardless of 
race would be able to acquire any culture he was exposed to. Boas challenged what 
cultural evolutionism taught about measuring the progress of the different 
communities by the values of a modern twentieth century civilization. In short, 
cultural relativism as propounded by Boas was a theory based on two principles: 
Enculturation and Tolerance. Enculturation means that “people unconsciously acquire 
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the categories and standards of their culture”.78 Here’s a good example of 
enculturation as set out in the book International Human Rights: “In much of Africa, 
including the Arab cultures, children are systematically trained to use their left hands 
after urination or defecation, and their right hands for eating. Harsh punishment and 
scandalized rejection may be used in such training, so that absent minded substitution 
of the wrong hand is entirely eliminated. When such a person for the first time sees a 
European or an American put food in his mouth with his left hand, the sight is vividly 
disgusting, fully revolting as it would be, to see someone wipe his mouth with dirty 
toilet paper”.79 In the enculturation process, we are exposed to values and customs 
that are held as very important in a specific culture. It is these values and customs that 
we absorb that are the basis by which we interpret and evaluate other cultures. The 
principle of Tolerance maintains that: “each culture’s moral system is right for it”.80 
Since there are differing moralities attached to the same practice in different societies, 
we must tolerate other’s moral values, and there was no supreme moral principle by 
which judgements of the diverse moral systems could be made. For Boas, the variety 
of moral systems meant that moral assessments were bound to differ in different 
cultures. 
Another principle of relativism has been proposed, that is the one of Functional 
necessity. The principle maintains that “Cultural Practices exist because they are part 
of a mechanism by which an orderly society maintains itself in existence.”81 That is 
some societies continue to perpetuate customs that if abolish, the very survival of the 
community would be in danger. 
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Melville Herskovits was a student of Boas who continued relativism tradition. 
Herskovits is known for this formulation about relativism: “Evaluations are relative 
to the cultural background out of which they arise”.82 This formulation challenges the 
universality of standards and value judgements.  
8.2. The Theory 
In order to understand cultural relativism, it is necessary to understand the relativist 
notion of culture. The three basic insights83 that contemporary relativism espouses are 
The anthropological insight: there are diverse cultures 
The constructivist insight: the main features of the world-as-experienced are 
determined by culture. 
The semantic insight: the meanings of symbolic systems are functions of culture.  
These three insights are interrelated in relativism. Cultural relativism talks of cultures 
in plural - as opposed to the theory that there is only one culture in the world, whose 
differences will be seen historically, not geographically. The CR cultures are whole 
and complete in themselves. They are closed in the way that their borders towards 
other cultures are clear. They have their own ways of living and criterias for making 
sense and meaning84. Although measurements of value is not made within the 
discourse of CR - according to the Danish historian Søren Christensen85 - the 
classical, anthropological concept of culture will say that within CR cultures are 
equally valued86. Cultural relativism has three hypotheses87. 
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Apparent ethical relativism, which claims “that people differ in their basic moral 
beliefs”. This means that what may be considered moral in one community would be 
immoral in another due to the differences in basic moral beliefs. 
Descriptive (factual) hypothesis that holds that “there are or there can be no value 
judgements that are true, that is objectively justifiable independent of specific 
cultures”. 
Prescriptive (value) hypothesis. This position holds that “in every case, the rightness 
of any act or goodness of anything for a member of culture A is justified by what is 
considered right or good in culture A”. This implies that an action may be right or 
wrong in one society, but wrong in another, even in the same circumstances. 
Hypothesis is also referred to as normative relativism. 
Of the three hypotheses, we will use hypothesis number two and three in analysing 
female circumcision. The fact that different cultures have different moral values is 
undisputable. 
8.3. Cultural Relativism and Female Circumcision 
The principle of cultural relativism is: “Judgements are based on experience, and 
experience is interpreted by each individual, in terms of his own enculturation”88. 
This means that relativists hold that there are no moral absolutes, and that right and 
wrong, normal or abnormal beautiful or plain are absorbed as a person learns the 
ways of the group he is born. Cultural relativism is a philosophy that advocates the 
recognition of values set by every society to guide its own life. It also advocates 
understanding the worth of these values to those who live by them. A cultural 
relativist position on female circumcision would require one to look at the practice 
from the perspective of those who practice it and also within its cultural context. 
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What is its meaning and importance to the community? Is the practice considered 
right or wrong in its cultural setting?  
Taking this perspective, we want to understand: why does female circumcision 
continue to exist despite international efforts to eradicate it? Can it be considered 
morally right even though other cultures consider it a violation of human rights? 
In this chapter, we will thus look at female circumcision as a cultural practice and 
endeavour to explain its meaning to two different communities. We will also address 
some of the concerns those in opposition to the practice have and discuss how a 
relativist would view these.  
Since this is a cultural relativist perspective, we will give a concrete example of the 
practice and show its meaning in a specific community. In doing this, we seek to 
establish what Herskovits’ proposition that “Evaluations are relative to the cultural 
background out of which they arise”.89 That is, we would have to look at female 
circumcision in its cultural context in order to evaluate it. 
Female circumcision in practiced in many countries in Africa and the Middle East. 
Even so, in this chapter we will only consider female circumcision as practiced in  
8.3.1. Female Circumcision among the Gikuyu Tribe 
The Gikuyu tribe in Kenya practiced female circumcision as a part of an initiation 
ritual that signified a transition from childhood to womanhood, a rite of passage. The 
practice was called “irua”90( trimming the clitoris in the case of the girls) and was 
done in groups. Prior to the banning of circumcision in Kenya, modern circumcisions 
performed among the Gikuyu might or might not have followed the traditional 
methods performed in the first half of the twentieth century as described by Jomo 
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Kenyatta in his book Facing Mount Kenya. The ceremony itself was complex and 
involved more than the surgery.91  
Circumcision among the Gikuyu was performed when the girl was in her teens, 
before the age of marriage, preferably before the first menstruation.92  
8.3.2. The Meaning of Female Circumcision among the Gikuyu 
According to Jomo Kenyatta, circumcision is more than the surgical operation itself. 
It signifies the very essence of “an institution, which has enormous educational, 
social, moral and religious implications… The initiation of both sexes is the most 
important custom among the Gikuyu. It is looked upon as a deciding factor in giving 
a boy and a girl the status of manhood or womanhood in the Gikuyu community”.93 
From Kenyatta’s defence of circumcision we get the meaning of the practice as a rite 
of passage. Kenyatta further explains that an initiation without a circumcision was 
unimaginable. Any boy or girl who was not circumcised lacked respect from the rest 
of the community, a girl could never be married if uncircumcised and would never 
achieve the status of womanhood. Circumcision has been described as “like being 
given a degree for going from childhood to womanhood.”94 It was taboo for a Gikuyu 
man or woman to have sexual relations with someone who was uncircumcised. 
Circumcision as part of an initiation ritual had also educational importance. 
Circumcision was part of a process that included “learning how to behave around the 
elders and how to act with different age groups”95. Circumcision signified the time 
that various age sets would start to get involve in the various governing groups in the 
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administration of the tribe. These age sets were important in communal work and 
many believe that future women’s groups got their beginnings in these tribal age sets.  
Given that tribal historical events were remembered in connection with the different 
age set names shows how important this custom was to the tribe since there were no 
written records of events.  
8.3.3. The Gikuyu FC and the CR Principle of Functional Necessity 
Circumcision had social implications on the tribe as well. Kenyatta explained that it 
symbolized the unity of the tribe and abolishing it would mean abolishing the whole 
Gikuyu institution or tribe. In the sharing of communal rituals, songs and dances the 
community was brought together in celebration. Kenyatta and other Kikuyus believed 
that those seeking to abolish circumcision had a secret agenda “to disintegrate their 
social order and thereby hasten their Europeanisation.”96  
In summary, female circumcision among the Gikuyu had special meaning: 
1) It was a rite of passage that signified the transition from childhood to adulthood 
2) It had social implications: 
a) Served to unite the community through the shared ceremonies. 
b) The creation of age sets that had special significance in the community 
cooperation as well the strengthening of kinsman ship  
3) It provided a means for the tribe to remember important tribal historical events. 
It had great educational value: the initiates being trained n for their future adulthood 
and social respect. 
Many of those who defend circumcision in Kenya are afraid of loosing their African 
identity and becoming totally europeanised or westernised. This especially after 
serving many years under British colonial rule. This helps explain why some Kikuyu 
even today defend female circumcision and continue to practice it even as it has been 
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considered illegal in Kenya. The government of Kenya banned female circumcision 
in government hospitals, but health providers in private and religious health 
institutions, as well as families and villagers, continue to circumcise girls.97 
It is therefore obvious why female circumcision is considered an acceptable and 
important cultural practice among the Gikuyu who defend it. For them it is not a 
violation of human rights, rather a cultural rite. Defenders of female circumcision feel 
it is their duty to strengthen and preserve African cultural values. For them opposition 
to circumcision comes from those who prescribe to Western moral systems that do 
not understand the meaning and importance of female circumcision. A cultural 
Relativist will argue that since different cultures have different values, those with 
western values in opposition of the practice are not in a position to judge whether the 
practice is right or because moral value is relative to a specific culture. This is 
because the judgements they make are influenced by the their enculturation process 
that places a higher value on their moral views as opposed to alien sets of values. A 
relativist would urge those opposed to female circumcision to consider that 
practitioners of this custom have also undergone the enculturation process in 
embracing their values. 
Since the Gikuyu considered the practice of circumcision of functional necessity to 
the long- term survival of the group, then the practice can be justified in keeping with 
relativist principles. 
However, the functionality of the practice in the cohesion of the tribe is subject to 
debate and this has been taken up in the chapter A Critique Of Cultural Relativism 
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8.3.4. Debating Generalizations about Female Circumcision  
In chapter, we introduced the different variations of female circumcision as Sunna 
Circumcision, Clitoridectomy and Infibulation. In group discussions, we came to the 
realization that there is a lot of generalizations on the effects of female circumcision 
and that the variations of the practice are often confused for the other. Given that 
female circumcision is practiced in a variety of African tribes as well as in Arab 
communities, we will in this chapter address the generalizations we came up with. 
Those who oppose to the practice claim that it is a violation of human rights because 
it is enforced on women and children. A look at the practice in the Gikuyu tribe 
disproves this assumption. Female circumcision was performed on teenage girls, not 
on children. It is also understood as being done with the consent of the girls. 
Generalizing the practice without looking at how specific communities carry it out 
means that some of the criticisms of the practice are unjustified. For example, it is 
believed that female circumcision has very serious health ramifications for the girl 
circumcised yet in most cases, the health dangers mentioned are often those 
associated with infibulations, “yet medical facts derived from reports on infibulations 
are not often supported by the experience of community members”. 98 These health 
problems have not been reported in Sunna circumcision. The health problems 
associated with this kind of circumcision are those that would generally occur in any 
surgical procedure whereby sanitized conditions are ignored. This form of 
circumcision does not differ much from male circumcision, and is not known to cause 
grave harm. Cultural relativists would insist on looking at the practice as carried out 
in each specific culture and not generalizing the effects. 
Concerns about how painful the procedure is have also dominated the anti-female 
circumcision debates. Yet it is never considered what these women think of the pain 
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they have to endure. Among the Rendille in Kenya, women reject anaesthesia during 
circumcision “and instead emphasize the importance of being able to withstand the 
pain of being cut as preparation for enduring the pain of childbirth and demonstrating 
maturity”. These women view the pain differently from the international community 
opposed to female circumcision. For them the ability to endure painful procedure has 
value in their culture. A cultural relativist would consider the women’s view of their 
pain. 
Another concern is the effect of female circumcision on female sexuality. One of the 
effects often mentioned is that circumcised women experience minimized or no 
sexual pleasure. Non the less, Fuambai Ahmadu quoted in Sell-Duncans book asserts 
that “many women, herself included, who had sexual experiences prior to excision 
perceive” either no difference or increased sexual satisfaction" following the 
procedure…It has the potential to interfere with sexual response but does not 
necessarily abolish the receptivity in stimulation since some of the sensitive tissues of 
the body and the clitoris are deeply embedded and not necessarily removed.99  
It would therefore necessary to take each case by itself before judging the practice as 
wrong on the basis that it interferes with a woman’s right to sexual pleasure, thereby 
violating her human rights. 
The issue of whether to allow or ban female circumcision in communities that 
practice it largely should be decided by the communities themselves. The community 
has to decide how far they go in allowing individual choices as well as safe guarding 
the physical health and psychological wellness of the members of their communities.  
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8.4. FC and adult Women of Minority Communities 
Bhikhu Parekh100, author of “Rethinking Multiculturalism” brings up the issue of 
female circumcision and adult members of minority communities. This issue has 
arisen in Britain that is considered a multicultural nation, whereby the practice fairly 
widespread among immigrant communities. Parekh asks the question: “What if it 
were to be demanded by an adult member of a minority community in full possession 
of her senses?” We debate Parekh and the four choices101 for consideration. These 
are: 
1) Allow it without restriction. 
2) Might allow it subject to clearly specified conditions such as it should be 
voluntary and undertaken in response to deeply held beliefs. 
3) Ban it altogether. 
4) Ban it, but make exceptions when the demand for it is genuinely voluntary and 
based on deeply held moral beliefs. 
Parekh dismisses the first and third choices because: the first it would not have 
society’s collective approval whilst the third shows no respect for a woman’s 
freedom of choice and culture. We as group agree with Parekh about the two choices. 
Allowing female circumcision without restriction would mean allowing all forms of 
female circumcision. As we have stated earlier, most of us agree that Infibulations 
(Pharaonic Circumcision) and Excision or Clitoridectomy amount to mutilation, 
therefore we do not sanction allowing such practices at all. At the same time we agree 
that banning female circumcision altogether, without taking into consideration the 
meanings and variations in how cultures practice female circumcision would amount 
to lack of respect for cultural differences and the right to practice ones culture as well 
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as the right of individual choice. Between choice number two and four, Parekh 
prefers number four, since the second would be objectionable due to reasons such as: 
it inflicts irreversible physical harm, it is sexist in nature, endangers life, and removes 
an important source of pleasure. Again, as argued earlier these reasons are 
generalized. If for example, a Kikuyu woman in the UK wanted to be circumcised, it 
cannot be argued that the practice is sexist in nature, seeing that circumcision was 
performed on both boys and girls. The idea that it interferes with a woman’s sexual 
pleasure is debatable depending on the type of circumcision. There is no scientific 
proof that a Kikuyu circumcision endangers life, rather any surgical operation 
undertaken without proper health measures would endanger life. Choice number two: 
“allow it subject to clearly specified conditions such as it should be voluntary and 
undertaken in response to deeply held beliefs” seems the most defensible for us. This 
is because it would allow for the State to make conditions and stipulations, such as 
for example  
1) It should be undertaken freely, 
2) There should be a legal age 
3) It should be medicalized and  
4) Only specific variations of the practice are permitted. For example 
infibulations and excisions would not be permitted. 
We are not advocating that western communities legalize the practice; we are taking a 
pick from Parekh’s choices, the one that at least some of us consider the best choice 
for us. Also this would help to minimize the numbers of secret and dangerous 
circumcisions carried out among the immigrant communities who adhere to the 
custom. Allowing it with conditions would mean that people right to practice their 
culture is respected as well as harmful and dangerous practices are prevented. 
 
Female circumcision cannot be generalized as a total violation of human rights. In 
Instances where it is enforced on children and non-consenting adult women, it is a 
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violation of their rights. On the other hand in cases where a consenting informed 
woman decides to be circumcised, her right to choose should be respected without 
negative judgement by those in opposition to female circumcision.  
The concept of universal moral values refutes the idea that there are practices that are 
relative to their cultural context. Female circumcision is such a practice. It is an 
African practice that is totally alien to Western moral values. It therefore can never be 
understood in a western concept and it therefore lacks meaning in such a context. 
However, that does not mean that it has no meaning. To understand this practice, it 
becomes necessary to look at it in its cultural context. In a country like Kenya where 
different communities practice female circumcision, the practice takes up different 
meanings. It is therefore not possible to generalize the practice and make conclusion 
about its relevance to those who practice it.  
8.5. Critique of Cultural Relativism 
This critique of cultural relativism will be based on to different opinions. The first 
part is inspired by Søren Christensen. It is a critique of the theory of CR itself. The 
second part is a critical look at the relativist concept of culture using fallacies of 
culture as presented by political theorist Bhikhu Parekh. We have scrutinized female 
circumcision using these fallacies. 
8.5.1. Søren Christensen’s Critique 
Danish historian of ideas Søren Christensen has written a book, Fakticitetens Ironi102, 
where he tears apart several old, cultural relativistic views on what cultures are and 
the idea that a philosophising person must be either a universalist or a cultural 
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relativist. The following explains these points of critic, which we find relevant in 
relation to our topic of morality of female circumcision. 
Sørensen finds that the concept of culture is used today as a way to implement 
meanings into things and events, although this meaning might not always be in its 
place. The risk that we bear while enculturing things is that meanwhile we are also 
making cultures more closed and distinct – ‘this event belongs to my culture, while 
that over there, belongs to your culture’. The possibilities that a specific culture has 
will be increased.103 The more distinct the individual cultures are, the easier it gets to 
judge them and to experience them as opposed to the ‘I’ or ‘we’. Other cultures 
become ‘them’ or ‘they’ and this outcome is unfortunate since it brings about racism. 
Christensen further shows how the cultural relativists are self-contradicting and self-
elevating; on one hand they say that cultures are closed and not possible to 
understand for the outsider, while on the other hand they allow their own, western 
anthropologists to analyse and interpret other cultures.104 He describes the relativistic 
position as a concrete and blind actuality (‘konkrete og blinde fakticitet’)105 and he 
compares it with the universalistic position, which he defines as the abstract 
reflexivity (‘abstrakte refleksivitet’)106. A conflict occurs when it is proclaimed that 
one needs to be either in the one position or the other. The cultural relativist lacks 
self-reflection due to the context of already placed meanings. The universalist is only 
abstract reflexivity. But Christensen points out that you can and should take from 
each of the positions; no one should be forced into having to choose between the two. 
Since cultures are really not closed and distinct - though we are trying to make them 
be that - but rather open and always changing and exchanging with each other, 
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because the language changes and exchanges as well and because we cannot prevent 
ourselves from judging and trying to understand each other ongoingly, we are all 
already surrounded by diverse reflections on ourselves and others.107 Therefore we 
cannot escape being part of a position that is not either or. 
We can understand that the idea of closed cultures is very inappropriate if we want to 
respect cultural differences; we should rather think of what it is that we are really 
referring to: respect of individuals and their personal qualities. Also when the 
characteristics seem to be taken on by groups of people. This point supports our own 
reflections on and experience with the girls who break out of their community’s 
traditional way of relating to circumcision. Christensen’s second point also supports 
our experience with the other theories that we have reflected upon. The theories have 
all been criticized and we find that none of them can go on their own. In this way we 
agree that neither the cultural relativism nor the universalism stance should be taken 
on its own. 
8.5.2. Parekh and the Fallacies about Culture 
Parekh cautions any would-be embracer of cultural relativism to be aware of the 
fallacies contained in the cultural relativist concept of culture.  
The author has identified some fallacies108 contained in the concept of culture 
advocated by proponents of cultural relativism. The following fallacies are all 
interrelated. We will address them in relation to female circumcision. They are: 
1. The fallacy of holism 
2. The end of history fallacy 
3. The fallacy of closure 
4. The fallacy of cultural determinism 
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The fallacy of holism is the assumption that cultures are integrated and organic 
wholes. This fallacy ignores the internal diversity found in cultures as well as their 
internal tensions. In the documentary, “The Day I will Never Forget”, we get a view 
of these tensions in the example of the Maraqwet girls who take their parents to court 
to get an injunction aimed at preventing forced circumcisions. These are internal 
voices of conflict within the culture. Another example is seen when the little Somali 
girl writes the poem the day I will never forget in protest against her circumcision. 
This little girl expresses the shock and horror she felt, and demands to know from her 
mother why she let her undergo such a painful practice. This little girl offers her 
mother conditional forgiveness that her mother promises not to circumcise her 
youngest sister. In the same documentary, even among the Somali community, strong 
advocates of the practice, voices questioning the value of a custom that leads to the 
death of many girls are heard. In the documentary “Act of love”, a girl who speaks 
anonymously expresses her hatred for her parents for making her undergo female 
circumcision, for her the practice does not have the value the parents have put into 
the practice. These internal voices of dissent prove the assumption that cultures are 
whole to be false. In all cultures, there do exist internal tensions and diversity of 
opinions within given cultures. Various members of a culture may have different 
interpretations of cultural beliefs as illustrated by the two documentaries. 
The end of history fallacy or historicist fallacy assumes that cultures are static, that 
is, although cultures are products of long historical processes, they are to be 
preserved more or less intact. The fact that younger girls in the documentaries 
question the value of FC proves this assumption wrong. Cultures are dynamic, not 
static. Cultures change due to factors such as globalisation, economic, political and 
technological changes, war. The two documentaries illustrate these changes: the 
Marakwet Girls put a higher value on education rather than getting circumcised in 
order to be married off. One girl argues: ‘in Marakwet culture, we get 8-15 children. 
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When I get one child, I go to the hospital to be sewn again109…Will I be sewn fifteen 
times? No I want to have education and a bright future’110. To the anonymous girl 
mentioned earlier, circumcision does not hold the same value it does to her parents, 
that of making her a woman, contrary to that, she feels less of a woman because of 
her circumcision. The custom holds value in her country of residence-France. Even 
though she is a member of her parents’ culture, her values are different. These 
examples belie the assumption that cultures are static. In many cultures in Africa 
where FC is practiced, traditional operations are being replaced by medicalized. In 
some instances, a nurse or a medical practitioner has replaced the traditional excisor. 
Some Kenyan tribes have even come up with alternative rite of passage rituals. In 
these rituals, instead of actual cutting, there is a symbolic cut. These enable the tribes 
to preserve the meaning of the practice, but at the same time avoid the health hazards 
associated with cutting surgeries. These changes prove that culture is dynamic, values 
can change and even cultural practices are prone to modernization.  
Fallacy of Closure: This fallacy is closely related to the first fallacy that cultures are 
integrated wholes. This fallacy therefore makes the assumptions that the smallest 
changes would bring unpredictable consequences and should therefore be avoided or 
undertaken with caution. This assumption has been proved false taking into 
consideration the many changes that the ritual has undergone as well as the change in 
values that younger members of the tribes that practice circumcision are. These 
cultures are not disintegrating as a result of these changes as the fallacy implies.  
Fallacy of Cultural Determinism: This is the assumption that a culture has 
dominant spirit, which disposes its more or less passive members to act in certain 
ways. This fallacy has especially been perpetuated by those who defend circumcision 
– for example the defence in the French case in the movie “Act of love”. One of the 
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lines of defence was “parents were acting under the constraints of powerful custom 
even if they were aware of what they were doing was illegal in France, they could not 
take in and act upon this information”111. This fallacy implies that members of these 
cultures have no personal freedom. However, in the above-mentioned case the fact 
that the parents are living in France means that they do come into contact with other 
members of the society from other cultures. Thus they exposed to different meanings 
and influences that would give them the opportunity to reflect on their own culture 
and to understand that human life can be perceived differently and it is also possible 
to act and change their lives. In the same documentary there is a group of Somali 
women, who try to educate their fellow Somalis about the dangers of infibulation. 
This different perspective about the practice has been influenced by the interaction in 
the community in which they live. Therefore their actions have not been determined 
by their culture, but their self-reflection on their cultural practices. Culture is only one 
of the many factors that shape the individual. Thus it cannot solely by itself play a 
determining role in people’s actions.  
 
From the above discussion we can conclude that cultures are not static, closed and 
homogeneous, neither is it only culture that determines individual actions; other 
factors are involved as well. Cultural relativism is not a perfect theory; it has its limits 
and shortcomings. 
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9. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION 
9.1. Group Discussion 
- Why are we discussing this anyway? We wanted to discuss the morality of female 
circumcision. And now we are considering what moral laws can be universal... 
- It is because the term 'morality' is confusing: what is moral for me might be amoral for 
you. And therefore we ended up in this discussion of universality, a morality that we 
can all agree on. 
- So, we are discussing a morality that could be applied universally with everyone's 
agreement! And after having seen that each of the philosophical theories can be 
criticized, we are kind of left on our own, trying to figure out how to make some kind of 
universal moral law... 
- Kind of abstract isn't it? 
- yeah112 
 
We have now presented four moral theories applied them to the discussion of female 
circumcision and looked at them critically. In consulting the four theories, we 
attempted to come up with the moral point of view with regard to female 
circumcision. What characterizations of the moral point of view would be required by 
the four theories? 
1) A Kantian perspective would require one to look at the universability of one’s 
maxim. Kant's CI principle showed that female circumcision can never be 
justified as a moral action. 
2) A utilitarian would require would measuring the amount of happiness versus 
the pain circumcision would. 
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3) Discourse ethics would require that a dialogue is carried between the 
conflicting parties so that the better argument is determined. 
4) A cultural relativist would say that no judgments could be made of female 
circumcision because there is no basis for such, since values differ from culture 
to culture. 
 
The last thing we will do is to discuss morality of female circumcision while having 
background knowledge of what we have learned throughout this project. 
 
Can moral laws be universal? The group opinion Yes, but they must only concern 
few things since people should have the right to think and judge differently. For 
example, killing and molesting people might be labelled universally amoral. 
However, we find that every person should agree on the universal moral laws or 
principles; otherwise it would be forced upon some people and it would then not be 
fair to call it universal. 
In the group, we discussed the morality of a concrete action to see if we could agree. 
The action was murder, specifically: death sentences. But we found no consensus and 
we therefore expect that the Earth’s population could not agree either. And this, we 
assume, would go for many other discussions concerning concrete actions. Since we 
could not agree on the concrete, we used our Kantian inspiration and tried to apply 
‘respect for the individual’ as a universal moral law. But we then find that people will 
have different opinions about what is respect. For instance, on one hand a Sudanese 
midwife says113 that it is best to circumcise young children because they remember 
less. She does it out of concern for the female – showing her respect. On the other 
hand, some of us would say that the action of circumcising a young child is 
                                           
113
 Attachment 5 
 76 
respectless – no matter what the midwife thinks. If both the Sudanese woman and this 
group need to be heard, how do we then decide who is right and who is wrong? 
For a while we left off investigation of what could be universal, since the discussion 
reached a dead end. Instead we tried to think of the principles from what we felt 
would be right principles. 
Universal principles we would like to have: 
Against endangerment of human life (a) 
Protection of powerless and weak ones: children, disabled, refugees, old people etc 
(b) 
Right to health (c) 
We tried to see what conflicts could occur out of having these principles as universal 
and came up with this example that is connected to (b): 
‘On the one hand a Danish person (X) wants a certain refugee to stay in Denmark and 
on the other hand a Danish person (Y) wants the refugee sent to his or her home 
country. X and Y agree to protect the powerless people. Y's argument is that the 
refugee was hunted in his or her home country and therefore finds a great risk in 
sending the person home. Y wants to protect the refugee. X's argument is that the 
refugee has attacked old women on the street several times and taken their money, 
has been in and out of prison without a result in good behaviour. Has cheated the 
state and obtained loads of money that he or she wasn't allowed to get. Now the 
refugee's two oldest children have been caught threatening their schoolmates. X sees 
a great risk in letting the refugee stay and wants to protect the weak people: the old 
and the children.’ 
We find that principle (a) could easily be a part of the same example – just dealing 
with, on one hand, the endangerment of sending a refugee into the arms of his/ her 
enemy in the home country, and on the other hand dealing with the endangerment of 
several people in Denmark, who had been attacked or threatened by the refugee. 
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-  I think 'habermising' is the only solution. If parties concerned can sit down together in 
dialogue, each presenting their value judgments, and therefore coming to a 
compromise, then a solution to the moral conflict can be found…114 
 
In the case of principle (c), it can be discussed whether a circumcision is healthy or 
unhealthy: This discussion might, on one hand, have a community arguing that 
circumcision cleans the female by taking away what is dirty (clitoris)115 and on the 
other hand, a community saying that it can be proved there is nothing dirty, hereby 
meaning damaging to your health, about clitoris. Could we sit together, like 
Habermas says, and agree on a common solution?  
 
- Habermising, as you know, does not always = consensus. The principle that the best 
argument wins would actually mean that no consensus would be reached. The person 
who best knows how to argue would win, although his argument might not be viable. I 
suppose that was how those who recommended the world to go to war against Iraq 
succeeded in convincing their governments that it was the best option won; they had 
the better argument. 
- Who decides what is the better argument? 
- The majority 
- That ain’t fair 
- Habermising seems an ok solution if the number of people involved is under 100, but 
in this case it’s the Earth's population...how will they all sit and discuss? They’d need 
representatives but can we trust that all will be represented?116 
 
If we use Habermas’ discourse ethics, assuming that everyone is represented, it will 
result in the best argument winning. But again, who is to decide who’s argument is 
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the better – is it the majority? Is it the one who knows how to argue the best that will 
also argue best why his argument is the best and so he will win and be right? 
 
- my opinion is like J.K Rowan (culture and Rights) says: 
’there are a number of worthwhile visions on how to achieve human dignity’. It’s not only 
through the human rights discourse that this is possible117 
 
We are all captured and stuck in this discussion about morality, because it seems that 
people cannot agree even on the slightest. Even this little group of five students is 
fighting hard to find their own standpoint. 
 
- it's very difficult to choose one position or another, because both extremes involve 
decisions which will contradict with some of our own principles. 
- I really don't know how to call myself the one thing or the other. I am not a universalist 
(although I do believe in a universal truth that is not definable for us humans - but now 
I'm into religion). A cultural relativist then? Yes, I am a cultural relativist, but the theory 
is missing out on the method for judging whether a person really finds the fc true and 
right by heart. I believe it is right to do what you find is right by heart - even though 
another person deeply disagrees with you. BUT only if you do not harm others by your 
actions!! Who am I then? Hmm118 
 
In our quest for finding our opinions on morality, we started a debate on UN’s 
Declaration of Human Rights (UNDHR). The question raised was: SHOULD THE 
UNDHR BE ABOLISHED? 
When talking of UNDHR we realized that the rights must have been enforced upon 
some of the countries / people, since power relations and political viewpoints were 
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controlled the agenda. In other words, certain countries / people might not have had 
the possibility of a free choice, since the political and financial value of signing the 
declaration could have surpassed negative consequences of committing to a practice 
they disagreed with. This reasoning should maybe lead to the abolition of UNDHR. 
Not only because of this just mentioned possible amoral action, but also because it 
would mean that we are now ‘ruling’ the world out of the powerful countries’ / 
people’s arrogance. However, the UNDHR has the respect of persons at heart and if 
we take away the rights, do we not then desert the people who are suffering and need 
the protection of the rights – for instance a group of infibulated girls? On the other 
hand, if we keep the rights, we will also be disregarding the people that are 
appreciating their infibulation – neglecting consequences of what we do not 
understand. 
The quest for making a law of morality that both counts for everybody and at the 
same time is accepted freely by everybody, resulted in the conclusion that we find 
this is not possible. Who are we to judge, who is right and who is not, we ask 
ourselves. This answers the one part of our cardinal question, namely the part saying 
‘we want to scrutinize how can female circumcision be determined’. We find that a 
determination is not possible. But the interpretations, we have, and they have been 
many: from the theories we have four interpretations, and apart from that we have our 
own. 
In the beginning of the project all of us had different views on the practice. 
Some of us took the cultural relativist point, by considering the female 
circumcision as a custom, that belongs to certain cultures, and that the 
international community does not have any rights to interfere with it. 
 
- is the human rights discourse the only position to understand a practice like FC. Or are 
we taking that vision or perception because we have been encultured to value and be 
obsessed for example with female sexuality. 
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The other part was totally against any forms of the practice, considering it as a 
violation of human rights. However, in course of the project work we came to 
realize that we had a tendency of generalizing the practice. Now we realize 
that this practice cannot be generalized, because the reasons, its forms, 
consequences differ from place to place. 
 
- ‘The hulabaloo about fc is uncalled for because universalists use a different yard stick 
in measuring it and forget their own fc forms like all the body modifications which are 
equally harmful and can effect sexuality - fake boobs, are there sensations? 
 
Now, almost all of us agree that the pharaonic circumcision, or infibulation is 
mutilation and a barbaric custom, and that this has to be regulated somehow, 
while we agree that the other, less damaging so-to-say forms of circumcision 
can be maintained, as meaningful cultural custom. We consider the infibulation 
as a mutilation, because first of all it literally mutilates the body of women, 
creates health damages, and besides that it is performed on young children, who 
are not able to take the choice. In other words, the young children are simply 
being forced into the circumcision. 
 
- not all are happy (maybe the most are very unhappy), but does that give us the right to 
outlaw the practice? Isn't it a question of finding a middle-way solution? 
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9.2. Group Position on Morality 
Through the writing of this report, we realized that at the very end we were likely to 
end up with different positions on morality. It was established early on that neutrality 
was not an option. At the very end, we came up with the following possible positions: 
1) Universalist. 
2) Relativist. 
3) In between, whereby we would oscillate between the above positions. 
4) A totally new position that would result from combining the first two positions. 
Three group members chose to oscillation between universalism and relativism. 
 
- I like universalism because I believe in having a moral standard or criterion for what is 
right or wrong and considering that you remove yourself and your emotions in looking 
at issues, it protects the innocent. But when it comes to condemning practices just 
because they are foreign to us, I become a soft relativist coz I also want to deny 
extremes that harm innocents. 
 
One group member preferred a totally new position born from the universalist and 
relativist stance. This new position is described in the book moral relativism, a short 
introduction by Neil Levy 
 
- ‘According respect and recognition to others without feeling compelled to adopt these 
values. The realization that our way of life recognizes different values, but that others 
values are also worthwhile.’119  
- This new position would have rules against arbitrary killing and would help preserve 
any social goods that everyone concerned values. 
                                           
119
 Levy.N.2002.pg196 
 82 
Another group member says: 
 
-  I really don't know how to call myself the one thing or the other. I am not a universalist 
though. (although I do believe in a universal truth that is not definable for us humans - 
but now I’m into religion). a CR? yes, I am a cultural relativist, but the theory is missing 
out on the method for judging whether a person really finds the circ true and right by 
heart. so am I a cr? I believe it is right to do what YOU find is right by heart - even 
though another person deeply disagrees with you. IF you do not harm others by your 
action!! Who am I then? Hmm 
9.3. Conclusion 
The debate about universal value judgements versus moral/cultural relativism has 
been an ongoing debate in recent times. The questions remains: 
Can the concept of universal rights be compatible with the ideals of cultures? 
Should value judgements be imposed on people who do not share them? 
Perhaps the answer is finding a harmony in the combination of the virtues of both 
theoretical positions. We might not have come up with any conclusive answer. The 
debate continues, but most importantly, it is taking place. 
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10. GROUPWORK PROCESS 
As mentioned in the Motivation, most of the group members were passionate about 
human rights and culture from the last semester. The basic idea was to do a project on 
Universalism versus Cultural relativism with Female Circumcision as a case in point. 
Before the very group formation process we were gathering materials, information 
and books on the topic and getting acquainted with it. After getting all what we 
wanted – the approval of our passionate topic, of appointment of our desired 
supervisor and gathering into a nice group –We got very good ideas from our group 
formation process when we had a meeting with our then prospective supervisor 
Steen. He gave us ideas on different philosophical conflicts we could consider, these 
being: Status of the Body, Status of Free Will, Status of Autonomy, Status of Culture.  
 
We have had supervisor meetings once a week, followed by our group meeting. 
Besides that, as preferred by the group members, we used high technology, so that the 
discussions were conducted online, on BSCW and by email. In order to get 
acquainted with works of different philosophers, all of us read the same works, which 
was followed by the discussion on the matter and then only we put it on the paper. 
We were encouraged to write down our personal assumptions, prejudices and 
perspectives on universalism, female circumcision and culture by our supervisor. 
This was to enable all of us as group members to know each other’s perspectives and 
knowledge of the subject. These perspectives were very enlightening. 
During our supervisor meetings, the focus of the report changed from universalism 
versus relativism to different philosophical theories and how these could be used to 
analyse female circumcision. We came up with the following philosophers: 
Immanuel Kant and Universalism, Jürgen Habermas and Discourse Ethics, 
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Emmanuel Levinas, the nature argument and Philosophy in the face, John Mill and 
Utilitarianism, and Cultural Relativism. We spent the first two weeks sorting 
ourselves out deciding which philosophical conflicts to tackle. We finally decided to 
exclude Levinas and the nature argument. We also debated on whose perspective we 
should approach the subject: should it be the parents’ perspective, the girls’ 
perspective or even the International Community’s perspective? We decided to have 
a bird’s eyes view of the subject. We also collected background information on 
female circumcision and wrote a chapter on it.  
The Problem definition Seminar and Mid-semester evaluation were very helpful. We 
realized that we needed to state our position on the subject and not just pass 
information. This has been the challenge we have had from the very beginning. It has 
been a challenge on how we could present such a controversial subject. Neutrality has 
been an issue and our supervisor has challenged us on several occasions to be more 
explicit, we appeared to be hesitant in stating our position with regards to the subject 
and stating our autonomous thinking. We are very pleased to have a supervisor who 
both inspired and challenged us at each group meeting. 
Most of our discussions have taken place on BSCW, via e-mails and after every 
supervisor meeting. All group members had signed up for the Cultural Encounters 
course and this was very helpful in our writing the report. We all watched the two 
documentaries “The Day I will never forget” and “Act of Love” to get some 
background information on female circumcision and these also served as subjects for 
debate with our supervisor and amongst ourselves. 
We all consider writing the report a challenging and learning experience. We all liked 
our group-working temps and we are very glad that we had a chance to work under 
supervision of our supervisor.  
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11. SUMMARY IN DANISH 
Denne rapport behandler de moralske overvejelser ved omskæring af kvinder og 
piger. Hovedformålet er at fortolke og definere en moral på området. Vores metode er 
at beskrive og reflektere over fire forskellige moral-filosofiske teorier, som 
udgangspunkt for en diskussion der forsøger at inddrage mange forskellige 
perspektiver på emnet. De fire teorier er dels Kants princip om det kategoriske 
imperativ, dels handlings- og regel-utilitarisme, dels Habermas’ diskursetik og dels 
kulturrelativisme. Foruden disse teorier består rapporten af en beskrivelse af 
omskæring; en definition af de forskellige typer omskæring, hvor i verden de 
eksisterer, hvad formålet med dem er og hvilke konsekvenser omskæring kan have. 
Desuden har vi hentet i inspiration i to dokumentarprogrammer på dansk TV2 fra 
henholdsvis 1995 og 2003. Gennem hele rapporten diskuterer vi det moralske i at 
omskære og vi forsøger at danne en moral der kan gælde for alle. 
Konklusionen på vores rapport er ikke en klart og entydigt defineret moral på 
området, men nærmere den konstatering at det ikke er muligt at blive enige universelt 
og at vi selv i gruppen hver især sidder tilbage med vores egne, individuelle 
holdninger til emnet. Men rapporten giver et godt og brugbart bud på hvordan moral 
kan defineres og fortolkes og hvilke overvejelser det er vigtigt at gøre sig undervejs, 
når man søger at definere det moralske i en bestemt handling. 
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11. ABSTRACT 
The report is dealing with the controversy of female circumcision and covers the 
dimension of moral philosophy. Looking at the different types of circumcision and 
the reasons for, meanings and consequences of performing it, we see that 
generalizing the practice is a misunderstanding. In the project we reflected 4 different 
moral theories and applied them to female circumcision. We looked at the practice 
from a Kantian, utilitarianist, Habermasian and cultural relativist position. Besides 
the moral theories, their application to female circumcision, we have also included 
the description of female circumcision in certain areas. Throughout the project the 
project we are discussing and developing the personal opinions of the group members 
on the practice and on each of the moral theories. 
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Appendix 1: Map of Prevalence of Female Circumcision 
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Population of women by 
thousands, 2003 
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Statistics source: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/products/indwm/table1a.htm  d. 07.11.04 
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Appendix 2: French Lawyers 
In the documentary Act of Love we hear 3 French lawyers’ arguments both for and 
against the matter of sentencing people in France who have circumcised children. The 
lawyers are public prosecutor Dominique Commaret, lawyer Henri Gerphagon and 
lawyer Linda Weil-Curiel. The following is a transcription of the arguments given 
(translated by the group members from the Danish sub-titles into English).  
Dominique Commaret: According French law it can give up to 10-20 years in 
prison to commit violence against children under 15, if the injure is permanent. In 
1983 the Court of Appeal, the supreme court in France, decided that circumcision 
belongs to this category. Therefore Ramata Keita was accused of having circumcised 
six girls and the parents accused of being accomplices. 
Henri Gerphagon: The defence systematically refers to the intention. The defence 
does not deny that it is a criminal offence and neither does it deny that the girls are 
circumcised. It only denies the parents’ guilt. They are not morally responsible. 
Linda Weil-Curiel: I defend the civil part, meaning the victim. The victims are the 
children who have been circumcised. I speak on behalf of the Women’s Group so that 
the French Law can protect the children. 
Henri Gerphagon: The defence states that three elements are missing: firstly that the 
accused don’t know that it is forbidden. It is obvious that they come from countries 
where circumcision is obligatory. They don’t know that it’s different in France. 
Linda Weil-Curiel: In France the French law is applied. The parents can feel that the 
law is tough because it suppresses them, but I demand it enforced. But the law 
protects the children. I will protect the children in preference to the parents, because 
the parents know what they are doing. They know it is forbidden, even though they 
are not well educated. The best proof is that they lie in every case. 
Henri Gerphagon: The parents are free towards their own cultural tradition. They 
consider circumcision as something natural, on equal terms with circumcision of 
boys. The mothers who have it done are mostly first generation immigrants. They 
 95 
have lived here for a few months or years in an isolated environment. They act in 
Paris as they did in Mali and they have no choice when it comes to circumcision. 
Linda Weil-Curiel: If you reason like that, at the end it will lead to the conclusion 
that circumcision is forbidden for all except from the people who perform it – from 
the position that it is a tradition. 
Henri Gerphagon: They don’t want to harm the child but help it. They are 
convinced that it is an advantage to the child. Something bad is placed behind clitoris 
that must be taken away. They consider clitoris as something bad. They do not 
consider circumcision as a disfiguration that hurts the child. In their eyes it is no 
disadvantage for the child. 
Linda Weil-Curiel: One commits violence against humanity and women’s integrity. 
We know what circumcision is about. Africans who follow the tradition admit it 
themselves. There was even a father who said: Then my daughters stay chaste. They 
take away the organ that symbolizes the woman’s freedom and reduces her to a social 
object. This way she ends up in a submissive role. It is her job to give children to her 
husband. She looses her individuality and this is what we are against. 
Henri Gerphagon: We always have to answer whether circumcision is good or bad. 
We do not judge persons any longer; we judge a culture. It is a trial about 
circumcision. One forgets the accused. One asks the judge and the jury: Do we allow 
circumcision in France? How can one say yes to that? Therefore you let them believe 
that the accused must be sentenced. Meaning: another injustice. 
Linda Weil-Curiel: The humanity is universal. Therefore it is absurd and 
contradicting to say: What is forbidden among white children is allowed among black 
children. We discriminate the black children as if they suffer less under it. We accept 
a crime committed in front of us. And I am against that. 
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Appendix 3: Calculation, Act Utilitarianism 
The Girl’s perspective: If we circumcise the girl her short-term pleasures will be 
rated 0 and her pains 10. Her long-term pleasures will be rated 0 and the pains 10. In 
this instance circumcising the girl would not result in any pleasure, the girl would 
actually undergo severe pain during and after the circumcision. Given the long term 
effects of infibulation-difficulty in using the toilet, painful menstruation, painful sex, 
no pleasure in sexual intercourse, circumcising the girl would result in 0 pleasure for 
the girl and 10 pain. In this instance, taking only the girl involved into consideration, 
circumcising the girl would not be a moral action.  
The parents’ perspective: If we circumcise the girl her parents’ short-term pleasures 
were rated 7 and their pains 5. Their long-term pleasures rated 10 and the pains 5. On 
the parents’ side, they would derive pleasure in the fact that their daughter has 
fulfilled her social obligation and remained true to tradition. They will derive 
pleasure from the fact that they have fulfilled their duty as parents. The parents would 
definitely not derive pleasure from the actual cutting unless they were sadists; hence 
the 7 as their short term pleasure and 5 because hearing the cry of the infibulated girl 
must cause a degree of sadness. They will definitely emphasize with the girl’s pain, 
however it will be considered as short-term pain. In the long run, circumcising the 
girl would bring more pleasure than pain to the parents because they can in the future 
ask for dowry for a girl who satisfies the tribal requirements for marriageable girls. 
However, witnessing the long-term negative effects of infibulation will cause some 
pain hence the 5. In this case therefore circumcising the girl would bring more 
pleasure than pain to the parents, and would therefore qualify as a moral act 
according to Act utilitarianism. 
The Tribe’s perspective: If we circumcise the girl her tribe’s short-term pleasures will 
be rated 10 and it’s pains 0. Its long-term pleasures will be rated 10 and the pains 0. 
From the chart it is evident that circumcising the girl would result in maximum 
pleasure for the tribe. This is because the tribe would have course for celebrating its 
 97 
cultural heritage, the cohesion of the tribe will be maintained. In this instance, taking 
only the tribe into consideration, it is a moral action. 
The International Community’s Perspective: If we circumcise the girl the 
international community’s short-term pleasures will be rated 0 and it’s pains 10. Its 
long-term pleasures will be rated 0 and the pains 10. In this instance, circumcising the 
girl only brings pain and no pleasure to the international community opposed to the 
practice. The community feels that subjecting this girl to a painful process and a life 
of pain is not something to be celebrated. It is therefore not a moral action, since no 
pleasure results from doing it. It can of course be discussed whether the international 
community is as affected as the girl, her parents and her tribe. But we have chosen to 
equal the values as we find there can be counted more people in the international 
community, who regret circumcision in general, than the girl, her parents and her 
tribe counts all together. 
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Appendix 4: Calculations, Rule Utilitarianism 
 
I. Infibulation 
 
The first rule – “to circumcise a girl”: 
 
1. Immediate consequences:  
 1.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  1.1.1. Celebration,  
  1.1.2. Getting into the centre of attention, 
  1.1.3. Getting presents. 
 1.2. Negative consequences on the girl:  
  1.2.1. Sharp physical pain,  
  1.2.2. Possible shock, 
  1.2.3. Possible death. 
 1.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
  1.3.1. Joy and pride among the family members and community. 
 1.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
1.4.1. Possible grief in the family (in case the FC was not done properly 
and led to death of girl). 
 
2. Long term consequences:  
 2.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  2.1.1. A girl accepted as a woman in the society, social status, 
  2.1.2. Marriageable – the ground for the family relations, children. 
 2.2. Negative consequences on the girl: 
  2.2.1. Health complications, 
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2.2.2. Difficulties with having sexual intercourse (here we are not 100 % 
sure, although it is almost for sure that the first intercourse is going to be 
painful and few preceding ones as well) and childbirth. 
 2.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
  2.3.1. Marriage of a girl may bring more wealth to family (bride price). 
2.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: – 
no consequences. 
 
The second rule – “not to circumcise a girl”: 
 
3. Immediate consequences:  
 3.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  3.1.1. No pain. 
 3.2. Negative consequences on the girl:  
  3.2.1. Not in the centre of attention of the community, 
  3.2.2. No presents, no celebration. 
3.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – no 
consequences. 
3.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – 
no consequences. 
 
4. Long term consequences: 
 4.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  4.1.1. No health complications. 
 4.2. Negative consequences on the girl: 
  4.2.1. Not a woman, not accepted in the society, 
4.2.2. As a consequence of the above – probably not marriageable, no 
husband, and no children, 
 100 
  4.2.3. Rumours and bad talks among the local community. 
 4.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
  4.3.1. Healthy daughter. 
 4.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
4.4.1. Most likely economic difficulties in the family related with keeping 
and feeding ‘an old virgin’, 
  4.4.2. Rumours and bad talks about the family in the local community. 
 
II. Sunna circumcision: 
 
The first rule – “to circumcise a girl”: 
 
5. Immediate consequences: 
 5.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  5.1.1. Celebration, 
  5.1.2. Getting into the centre of attention, 
  5.1.3. Getting presents.  
 5.2. Negative consequences on the girl:  
  5.2.1. Sharp physical pain,  
  5.2.2. Possible shock, 
  5.2.3. Possible inflation due to use of non-sterilized instruments. 
 5.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
  5.3.1. Joy and pride among the family members and community. 
5.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – 
no consequence  
 
6. Long term consequences:  
 6.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
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  6.1.1. A girl accepted as a woman in the society, social status, 
  6.1.2. Marriageable – the ground for the family relations, children. 
  6.2. Negative consequences on the girl: 
6.2.1. Possible health complications due to use of non-sterilized 
instruments. 
 6.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community: 
  6.3.1. Marriage of a girl may bring more wealth to family (bride price). 
6.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community - 
no consequences.  
 
 
The second rule – “not to circumcise a girl”:  
 
7. Immediate consequences:  
 7.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  7.1.1. No pain. 
 7.2. Negative consequences on the girl:  
  7.2.1. Not in the centre of attention of the community, 
  7.2.2. No presents, no celebration. 
7.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – no 
consequences. 
7.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – 
no consequences. 
 
8. Long term consequences:  
 8.1. Positive consequences on the girl: 
  8.1.1. No health complications. 
 8.2. Negative consequences on the girl: 
 102 
  8.2.1. Not a woman, not accepted in the society  
8.2.2. As a consequence of the above – probably not marriageable, no 
husband, and no children, 
  8.2.3. Rumours and bad talks among the local community  
8.3. Positive consequences on the family, relatives and the local community – no 
consequences. 
 8.4. Negative consequences on the family, relatives and the local community 
8.4.1. Most likely economic difficulties in the family related with keeping 
and feeding ‘an old virgin’, 
  8.4.2. Rumours and bad talks about the family in the local community. 
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Appendix 5: Practice of Female Circumcision in Sudan  
In Sudan female circumcision was forbidden since 1946120. The same year a 
pamphlet that was made in Sudan by the British colonial rule and signed by nine 
British and Sudanese staff members of Sudan Medical Service, urged people to stop 
circumcising or at least stop to perform the pharaonic circumcision.121 The pamphlet 
was also supported by at least three prominent, religious leaders in Sudan. The 
arguments for not circumcising partly dealt with the risk of health and partly hit back 
on all the arguments for circumcision that people would usually have. Great effort 
was put to have people at least do with the Sunna circumcision, however, this did not 
put an end to the rituals and so they are still performed in Sudan today. Legal ban on 
circumcision was put in 1974; however the practice is still widely taking place. 90% 
of women in northern Sudan today have been circumcised122. The most common 
form of circumcision in Sudan is infibulation; in some cases it is also called Sudanese 
circumcision. 
Reasons 
Since Sudan is the largest country of African continent the reasons for and procedures 
of circumcision differ from place to place. The circumcision is a symbolic ritual that 
plays an important role in the cultural life of the society and covers different aspects 
such as fertility, femininity, aesthetics, gender and equality. In most parts of Sudan, 
circumcision is a joyful event in girls’ life123, followed by fest and celebrations, while 
in some parts the practice is done in secret. According to the Sudanese the reasons for 
the circumcision are that it increases the man’s sexual pleasure, that it protects the 
female from premarital sex and that it enhances her chances of marriage. 
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Perseverance of girls’ virginity before marriage by the community is a matter of the 
honour of that community and its duty towards their women. However, the reason for 
circumcision is not only in promoting the marriage-ability of a girl, but also it is 
regarded as a necessary ritual for becoming a woman, a rite of passage. For Sudanese 
women the ritual is highly meaningful since it is an “act that emphasizes female 
fertility by de-emphasizing female sexuality”.124 In some instances the circumcision 
is being done in the presence of kinswomen, that are concerned with the well being of 
a child and a child who has undergone the circumcision is regarded as protected by 
angels125. There are also reasons that are related to religious belief. A survey from 
1983126 shows that among the Sudanese the reasons mainly given for circumcision 
were that it is a religious demand, that it is a good tradition and that it promotes 
cleanliness.  
The first reason given is despite the fact that intellectuals who have studied the Koran 
deeply, believe there are no signs that God should approve of circumcision127. The 
only place to find it is in the Hadith, the text quoting Prophet Mohammed and his 
doings. Here it is said that the prophet told a midwife that was circumcising: 
“Reduce, but do not destroy”. The phrase has been discussed and it seems to be clear 
that a circumcision either is or might be all right. However, it must not go deep – like 
for instance a pharaonic circumcision does.  
Whatsoever, the fact that the pharaonic circumcision in Sudan is performed not only 
on the Muslim women, but also on the members of other religious groups – for 
instance 47 % of Sudanese Christian women are circumcised while 65 % of Muslim 
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women in Darfur are not circumcised128 shows that the reason for circumcision is not 
only on religious grounds. 
Age and Pain 
Usually the circumcision in Sudan is performed on the girls of a young age – between 
4-10 years old girls. A midwife in the Abdal Galil village in Sudan explains that it is 
best if the female is very young when she is circumcised – for instance four years old, 
so that she will remember less of what happened: “you grow and you forget” a saying 
explains. Gruenbaum, being a listener of these words, went to ask some adult women 
in the Abdal Galil village whether they remembered their own circumcision, and they 
did. While talking of it they did not seem to be fearful or remembering pain; they 
were just laughing. An interpretation of this will not be made here, but we now know 
that the circumcision is remembered and that in this area they will prefer to perform it 
on young girls. 
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